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Chapter 1 


THE BLACK CARD 


His weapons had been sent on to Tangier in a sealed diplomatic 
pouch. As the big jet approached the African coast now, and the sun- 
washed blob of white began to resolve into individual buildings of the 
old and new towns, with the medinah cascading down the hills to fall 
into the harbor, Nick Carter felt a trifle naked. Carrying the Luger and 
the stiletto and the little gas bomb had come to be second nature. But 
Hawk, his chief, had decreed against it! This was a super-ticklish 
mission of supreme importance and nothing must go wrong. It would 
go wrong, of course! It always did! But every possible contingency 
must be guarded against nonetheless. N3 was to go through Customs 
in the normal way, as speedily as possible, and make his contact with 
Gay Lord. 

Gay! There was a honey of a girl for you! Nick grinned slightly, 
and a trifle sadly, as he fastened his seatbelt and watched the NO 
SMOKING sign light up. Careful to preserve the vacuous, half-drunken 
look on his florid round face, he let his mind slip back a few years. 
Five years. 

The last time he had seen the tall, blonde Gay Lord had been in 
Hong Kong. They had made some pretty terrific music together— 
though the midnight swim at a Victoria beach, and the subsequent 
shacking up in the Wan Chai district could have been disastrous for 
both of them! They were both working, though on different cases, and 
hadn’t dared to be seen together. Yet the hot attraction of their 
individual chemistries had been too much to bear! They had settled 
for a cheap room in a cheap hotel in the Wan Chai—on the same night 
the police decided the Purple Dragon Hotel was a den of dope sellers 
and needed raiding! 

Nick’s grin widened. It was amusing now, though not so much at 
the time. He and Gay racing madly across roofs, he in his shorts and 
she in only panties and a garter belt, each clutching their clothes to 
naked breasts! Nick’s grin began to fade and he winced inwardly. If 
Hawk had ever found out about that! Still, what the Old Man didn’t 
know couldn’t hurt! 

He wondered if Gay Lord was still as lovely as ever. Five years 
could make a difference, especially in their profession. 

One thing—they were both older and wiser now. They had to be— 
they were both still alive! 


“M’sieur Hughes—you ‘ave not yet autograph my book!” 

It was the stewardess, a trim French girl, standing by his seat and 
extending a book with a garish red and yellow dust jacket. She smiled 
down at him, her round, soft thigh pressing against his elbow. He was 
a little old, this writer Americain, a little stooped and pudgy, but for 
all that he was tres distingue. The author of the newest American best- 
seller, and no doubt rolling in royalties. Nicole half hoped he would 
ask her out to dinner that night, as she had a lay-over. It might be fun 
—if he were sober! Because M’sieur Hughes was a drinker formidable! 
Le Hughes was, in fact, a drunk! But Nicole still hoped he would ask 
her to dinner. A girl never knew ... 

Nick Carter, N3, who held the highest rank, that of KILLMASTER, 
in AXE, forgot the past and came rapidly back to the present. His 
cover was elaborate and very costly and had been a long time in the 
making. It must be preserved at all costs. He assumed a slightly idiotic 
expression and reached for the novel. The book was shiny new and 
still uncut and smelled of the presses. 

“Sure, honey,” he told the stewardess. “Glad to do it.” He patted 
her soft thigh, a little surprised that she did not flinch away. “I’m 
happy to oblige. And maybe you’ll oblige me too, huh?” Nick held up 
his thumb and forefinger, an inch apart. “You suppose I got time for a 
little quickie before we land? A wee nip? Some more of that Fundador 
stuff, maybe? I’m going to Spain, you know, and I better get used to 
their booze!” He laughed too loudly and heads turned. 

The girl was doubtful for a moment, then she bent to whisper. Her 
leg pressed harder against his arm. “For you, M’sieur Hughes! A small 
one only. I will huiTy.” She glided away, small tight buttocks 
twitching provocatively beneath the tight-fitting uniform. 

Nick opened the book and wrote his “cover” name on the flyleaf. 
Best wishes and thanks for a pleasant trip—Kenneth Ludwell Hughes. 

Nick turned the book over and looked at the photograph on the 
back of the dust jacket. He wanted to smile derisively, but didn’t. He 
was “in character” and that way he must stay. You never knew who 
was watching you, trying to read your face or your lips. But the 
picture did amuse him. He was dressed in tweeds, smoking a pipe and 
leaning against a mantelpiece. He looked much as he looked now, 
with graying temples and a grizzled little moustache, and the rubber 
in his cheeks to broaden his face. He was stooped and wore the 
rimless pince nez with the broad, black ribbon fastened to his lapel. 
(Those damned glasses were inconvenient and hurt his nose. As soon 
as he got to Spain he would get rid of them and wear dark sunglasses 
instead. Most of the other writers and artists on the Costa Brava would 
be doing the same, so he wouldn’t be conspicuous.) 

Yes—the cover was both elaborate and expensive. Hawk had been 


saving this bit for a long time, waiting for just the right mission. The 
book had been written by a professional, long before, and kept 
updated. Dummy ads had been planted in the book sections of major 
papers across the United States, The New York Times included. There 
had been cocktail parties and radio and TV interviews and, on 
publication day, an actual press run of five thousand copies. All paid 
for by AXE. It was a good cover and now he must live up to it. Play 
the role to the hilt. He was a weary, middle-aged, freelance writer 
who had hit the jackpot at last. Had written a best-seller, shortly to be 
made into a movie—so the false ads lied—and he was off to the Costa 
Brava in Spain to do a little drinking and start his next book. 

The stewardess came back with Nick’s Spanish brandy. He drank it 
down and smiled at her. “Merci, honey. That was good.” He 
pronounced it mercy, playing the role of midwestern hick to the end. 
During the trip he had carefully screened his fellow passengers, and 
found nothing to alert him. They had paid little attention to him. He 
had established his character as the plane drunk early, and they had 
been tolerant if not friendly. Which suited N3 to perfection. 

The big jet ghosted down. The nose wheel screamed and smoked 
blue on sun smitten concrete. Nick took his portable typewriter from 
under the seat. The last drink had made him a little woozy. He had a 
very high tolerance for alcohol, and the AXE doctors had given him 
some pills to offset the effects of heavy drinking, but playing the part 
of a drunk without being drunk is not easy. He was going to have to 
dump a lot of drinks, water a lot of plants with the sauce, if he was to 
stay on his feet and alert. 

Still in character, he pinched the stewardess as he left the plane. 
She smiled at him, not angry, and in fact looked a little disappointed. 
“Goodbye, M’sieur Hughes,” she called after him. “Sank you for the 
book. I ‘ope we meet again.” 

Women are odd creatures, Nick thought as he waited near Customs 
for his baggage. He had given the girl every right to scold him, even to 
slap him, yet she had done neither. Had in fact seemed disappointed. 
What had she expected? That he would try to date her? 

He stared into the plate glass window of a shop, studying the 
image of Kenneth Ludwell Hughes, writer. What did the old phony 
have that attracted pretty girls to him? Hard to say. He was tall 
enough, but stoop-shouldered and the gray orlon suit did not fit well. 
The snapbrim felt might have added a certain dash, a touch of elan, 
had he not worn it squarely on his head and pulled down low on his 
forehead. His face was fattened by the rubber pieces, and made florid 
by the booze. Over his eyes—of ordinary glass with no magnifying 
power—were brown contact lenses that lent him a wistful, and 
washed-out, appearance. The moustache was a salt and pepper grizzle 


—a masterpiece from AXE’s makeup department and guaranteed for a 
month. No—there was nothing much about Kenneth Ludwell Hughes 
to attract pretty young women. Except money and, possibly, the smell 
of success. Nick sighed. It was unpleasant even when his alter ego 
made a fool of himself! Perhaps one day he and the little stewardess 
could meet on more even terms. 

In the meantime there was the mission. Mission Sappho! Job—to 
kidnap a distinguished English Lesbian, a famous scientist, who had 
already been kidnapped by the Russians and didn’t know it! 

All the time Nick had been thinking, he had been watching. Behind 
the brown contact lenses his eyes roved and sought for danger and 
found none. The cover was holding up so far. As well it should. AXE 
had gone to great pains to ensure that it did. 

A porter in a ragged brown djellaba plunked a huge suitcase down 
before Nick. The man was frail, panting now from exertion. Against 
the merciless sun he wore a tattered red chicia. His few teeth were 
stained a deep shade of walnut and the sickly sweet effluvia of kif 
clung to him. He leaned close to Nick Carter and spoke in a harsh 
whisper. 

“T think this is yours, old man. Rhino hide, and the stickers are 
arranged properly. But what is it that you’re going to give the poor 
people for Boxing Day?” 

Nick took out a briar pipe and began to stuff it with rough cut. 
Damn! Something had gone wrong already! This was a prearranged, 
just in case procedure—in case something happened to Gay Lord and 
she could not meet him as planned. 

He held a match to the pipe and, without looking directly at the 
man, mumbled, “Cany Nation is going to give them the axe on Boxing 
Day!” 

“That’s the right answer,” said the ragged Arab. “You win the 
bleeding coconut, old chap. I’m Rogers, of M.I. 5. Things have gone 
just a bit screwy so I was told to meet you and fill you in. But we had 
better not just stand here and gab—take some money out of your 
wallet and haggle with mel I’m a thief and a robber and a disgrace to 
Allah! Nobody will pay any attention if we do that. Happens all the 
time.” 

Nick produced his wallet and a handful of Moroccan francs and 
waved them about in the air. “I’m not supposed to know any Arabic,” 
he whispered. “I'll have to cuss you out in English.” 

“That will do fine,” said Rogers of M.I. 5. He raised his scrawny 
arms and called on the world and Allah to witness that the rich 
American effendi was trying to cheat him. He, Ahmed, who had ten 
children to feed, with yet another on the way! The effendi was indeed 
the spawn of a diseased camel! 


“You’re a goddamned’ lying little thief,” Nick shouted hoarsely. He 
waved the franc notes in the air. “A hundred francs for carrying a 
little suitcase a hundred yards! You’re out of your cotton picking 
mind! I won’t pay it! You take ten francs or nothing!” 

There was an occasional smile and chuckle from the passers-by. 
Nothing more. No one was interested. 

Nick, by holding his breath, managed to appear beet red with rage. 
“What’s up? Has the travel agency blown up?” Gay Lord ran a travel 
agency in Tangier as her legitimate cover. 

Rogers danced about in rage. He kicked at the huge suitcase and 
yelped in pain, holding his dirty toe. “Not exactly blown up. At least 
not yet. But they got a black spider in the mail, old man, and that’s 
bad! Sort of like the jolly old black spot, you know. So we got 
together, your chaps and ours, and decided the owner had better n6t 
travel at the moment. If she’s blown you can’t be seen within miles of 
her, in any case. My orders are to tell you this, fill you in, and then 
you’re to run along to a ruddy hotel, or whatever, and take it from 
there. And we’ve done our act enough for now—I’ll meet you on the 
other side of Customs.” 

Nick Carter, as Kenneth Ludwell Hughes, got through Customs 
with no difficulty. The huge old rhino-hide suitcase excited comment, 
but only about its size. The inspection of its contents was brief and 
cursory, which was as well. Gladstone, as Nick called the suitcase, was 
something very special. There were a dozen secret compartments 
cunningly built into it. It could be locked and a mechanism set that 
would sound an alarm and spew a would-be burglar with tear gas. 
Nick took it with him wherever he possibly could. Now he breathed a 
sigh of relief as a native policeman, watched by a French Customs 
official, scrawled a clearance in chalk. 

The French officer smiled at Nick. “Passeport, s’il vous plait?” 

Nick handed him the shiny new little book with the picture of 
Hughes, author, in it. The passport was a work of art, turned out in 
AXE’s own studios. 

The officer stamped the passport and handed it back to Nick 
without comment. He turned to the next in line, a tired-faced woman 
dressed all in black. “Passeport, s’il vous plait?” 

As Nick lugged the typewriter and big suitcase out to the taxi rank, 
fighting off a dozen other porters in djebbalas of every hue and 
condition, he was thinking fast. And not liking his thoughts. Gay Lord 
was in some sort of trouble, that much was clear. Pretty bad trouble, 
otherwise the British would not have stepped in. The British had every 
right to be in, of course, because it was their baby to begin with— 
Mission Sappho. They had asked AXE for help, pleading a scarcity of 
expert and experienced agents. This, Nick knew, was only too true. 


The British had been having it rough lately. Half a dozen of their 
prime networks had been blown; four of their top agents had been 
compromised and another one killed. They had asked the CIA for help 
and the CIA, in this particular case, had passed it on to AXE. This 
meant only one thing—killing was involved! Just who, and how, Nick 
did not yet know. 

That was just the trouble! He knew damned little! Gay Lord was 
the one who knew, and she had been supposed to pass it on to him. 
Now he was warned to stay away from her! Go it on his own. The 
flaccid features of Mr. Hughes tightened. For a split instant Nick was 
out of character. Damned if he’d just calmly take their word for it and 
bypass Gay! Anyway if she was in trouble she might also be in danger! 
Sure to be! He had no idea what getting a black spider in the mail was 
supposed to mean—AXE agents were loners, usually, and their 
missions did not overlap. And no agent was told more than he must 
absolutely know to do his job. Torture would make any man talk, in 
the end, and though Nick did not himself carry the cyanide pill, he 
knew its value. And the wisdom of AXE policy that no agent ever 
know another agent’s business! Still this was an exception—if Gay was 
in danger he was going to help her! If he could. And it was no damned 
business of the Limeys’ either! 

The ragged Arab was waiting at the taxi rank. He seized Nick’s bag 
and portable and hurled them into the taxi. The driver, a fat 
Frenchman with the swarthiness of Arab blood in his face, sat waiting 
patiently while Nick and Rogers resumed their haggling. 

Nick pressed twenty francs into Rogers’ filthy sweating palm. 

“Here, you bandit! That all you get! All of it—all—all—” 

“Christian dog,” said Rogers in fluent Arabic that Nick was not 
supposed to understand. “Pig of an unbeliever! A thousand sacks of 
camel shit! The rich rob the poor!” 

The taxi driver smiled in sympathy. The American sonofabitch 
obviously did not understand Arabic. 

To the driver Nick said: “The Minzah. Hurry.” It was the most 
luxurious hotel in Tangiers. The driver nodded. A rich one, this 
American. 

The Arab let out a scream of rage. “The Minzah! This dog stays at 
the Minzah, fit only for Sultans, yet he steals bread from the mouths 
of my children. Allah strike him!” 

Nick leaned close to him. “Where did this order originate— to stay 
away from the travel agency? Washington or your people?” The 
answer would be important. 

“Washington,” Rogers whispered. “Your Johnnies! Most urgent and 
important. Stay away and go on your own. That’s all I was told. Good 
luck, old man. Better get on now—this damned airport has a thousand 


eyes!” 

“Thanks,” said Nick. “I’ll probably need the luck.” He tossed 
another twenty franc note to the Arab. “There, you bandit. Go feed 
your mangy kids.” He climbed into the taxi and was driven away. He 
glanced out the rear window and saw Rogers, the Arab, still cursing 
him. He never saw him again. 

At the Minzah he took a suite instead of a mere room, as befitting 
a nouveau riche American writer, and carefully locked the doors. He 
made a routine check for bugs and found none. Hadn’t expected any. 
His cover was good and he expected it to hold up for a time. Perhaps a 
long time. If he stayed away from Gay Lord! 

He showered and changed into a fresh suit and shirt, then went 
out. He walked a little way from the hotel, checking back on his trail. 
No one was dogging him. Either that or they were so expert it was no 
good trying to fool them anyway. After a time he caught a taxi, letting 
the first three empties pass him. Rogers would have picked a safe cab 
at (tie airport, but Nick alone in Tangiers had to be more careful. 

He went to the Rue d’Amerique and into a handsome building on 
which was a bronze plaque reading: Etats-Unis—Estados Unidos— 
United States Legation. 

A somewhat puzzled clerk with a pasty indoor complexion gave 
him a small pouch of opaque plastic. Nick signed for it and said 
goodbye. He felt the clerk’s eyes on him as he left. Mr. Kenneth 
Ludwell Hughes permitted himself a small grin. It was rather an 
unorthodox diplomatic pouch at that—one stripped down 9mm Luger, 
with four extra clips; one small stiletto, made by Cellini over four 
hundred years ago and as sharp and deadly now as it had been then; 
one small pellet, nicknamed Pierre and about the size of a Ping-pong 
ball and cariying a lethal load of an odorless killing gas. 

Just the heft of the weapons in the opaque pouch made him feel 
better. Not so naked. He would have liked to walk awhile, to stretch 
his legs and explore a bit. He had not been in Tangier for a long time 
and there was much that was new. Since he was going into Spain he 
had thought to go down to the harbor and loaf about in some of the 
Spanish cafes and get the sound of the language in his ears again. It 
had also been a long time since he had been in Spain. The way this 
divided world was spinning at present, most of his recent assignments 
had been in the Near and Far East. 

He did stop at a small bar in a dingy street off the Place de France 
and have coffee and a fine. He left the fine after only one sip. He was 
over the drunk feeling now—indeed he had never been drunk, only 
woozy, but it was a relief not to have to play the part of a lush for a 
little time. 

Back at the Minzah he picked up some road maps in the lobby. 


Maps of the Tangier region and of Spain. Once back in his room he 
locked the doors again and searched once more for electronic spies. 
Nothing. 

Nick spread the road maps out on a table and studied them. They 
told him little he did not already know. That was the trouble, damn it! 
He knew so little! He glanced at the phone and for a moment was 
tempted. Call Gay Lord! Find out what the hell this is all about. Then 
the wisdom of years, and the iron discipline of AXE, took over. It 
would be a mistake to call her. An amateur’s mistake. Besides, and 
now N3’s grin was hard and it was easy to see the tiger lurking 
beneath the shape of Mr. Hughes—besides, if he was going to disobey 
orders and breach discipline, which he thought he was, he had better 
do it only once and in a big way! Hawk would hang him as quickly for 
a sheep as he would for a wolf! Breaking orders was in a way like 
stealing—if you were going to do it at all, do it big! 

His momentary indecision over, Nick began to make plans. He had 
to see Gay Lord, if she were still alive, still at her villa out on Cape 
Malabata. Only Gay had the answers he needed. Needed right now. 
Only Gay knew where the Englishwoman scientist, Alicia Todd, was 
holed up with her ersatz lover. The Russian girl agent who was 
pretending love for the older woman to win her over to the Reds. 
Somewhere in Spain, yes! Even somewhere on the Costa Brava, sure! 
Hawk, AXE, Nick knew that much! But only Gay Lord could pinpoint 
it! And there was no time to waste. Working back and forth through 
Hawk and Washington and London and the F.B.I.—it would all be 
much too slow. The love-birds would have flown long before he could 
close in and break up the nest. Either that or the girl, the Russian 
agent, would kill the Englishwoman! Certainly she would have orders 
to do just that—if she could not win the woman over and could not, at 
the last, smuggle her out of Spain. Kill her! 

It made sense. He, N3, had the same orders! Kill her. First he must 
try to get her away, to kidnap her from the kidnappers. He was to try 
everything. But if all failed—kill her! 

Kill Alicia Todd. If the West could not hold on to her, to her great 
knowledge, her new discovery—then the East must not have it. Kill 
her! No one was to have her, except possibly God or the Devil! N3 did 
not concern himself with such matters. 

Nick tossed the suitcase on the huge bed and opened it. From a 
secret pouch beneath a false bottom he took a plain black card with 
white engraving on it He took it back to the desk and picked up a pen. 

AXE was getting very formal these days, he thought. It was 
something the State Department had insisted on, these legal death 
warrants. In case of any future trouble—say war criminal trials—there 
would be proof of the legality and chain of command involved in any 


killing. Nick’s grin was hard. It was all a lot of chi chi dreamed up by 
the cookie pushers in fancy pants, but you had to go along with it. 

He looked at the black card. In plain Gothic printing the words 
were lined across the top: Warrant of Death. 

There was a paragraph of fine print which he did not bother to 
read. He knew it by heart anyway. 

There were lined spaces for ten names. Surely, N3 thought, surely 
that should be enough. Even for a mission as badly begun as this one. 

He put down the pen and picked up a pencil. Very lightly, so they 
could be easily erased, he traced in the name: Alicia Todd? 

He hoped he wouldn’t have to kill her. For one thing it would 
mean an incomplete, botched job. And he was curious to see what this 
thing was that the Englishwoman had dreamed up. 

What had Hawk called it? A paradise pill? 


Chapter 2 


THE FIRST SPIDER 


Nick Carter pushed the rented Peugeot briskly along the bay road. 
It was after midnight and a silver crescent of moon lay tilted in the 
west, nearly impaled on the tallest of the Tangier minarets. To his left 
the Strait lay calm and glossy in moon sheen and the lights of 
Gibraltar and Algeciras twinkled across the water, electric glow 
worms in the balmy September night. 

Nick kept the Peugeot at a good pace until he passed an ancient 
and now unused lighthouse. Here he turned off the main road to the 
east, which would have led him into Ceuta, and took a narrow paved 
lane leading out to the tip of Cape Malabata. Gay Lord would be 
expecting him. 

He had kept a sharp eye on his back trail. If anyone was following 
him, they were running without lights and keeping far back. The 
moon, though westing rapidly, still gave light enough for him to see a 
good quarter mile. He thought he was alone, but he could take no 
chances. Around the next sharp bend he spotted ruts leading off the 
road. He braked abruptly and swung the Peugeot into the ruts and 
under the shelter of a thick growing clot of acacia trees. He flicked off 
the lights and the motor and eased the Luger from the shoulder clip. 
The car was in deep shadow and N3 sat as immobile as a Buddha, a 
taut, coiled spring of a man beneath the scruffy exterior of Kenneth 
Ludwell Hughes. He was, he thought now as he waited, already 
getting a little tired of Mr. Hughes. It was a strain to keep up the 
drunk act, though he was convincing enough. The hotel hadn’t really 
wanted to rent him the Peugeot tonight! 

Something glinted a pale yellow-white in the ruts beyond the 
sheltering fringe of trees. Out of curiosity and to stretch his legs, Nick 
climbed quietly out of the car and, keeping it between himself and the 
lane, went to investigate. He kicked it with one of Mr. Hughes 
handmade London shoes and grinned faintly. A rubber contraceptive. 
There were dozens of them scattered about. He had stumbled into a 
lovers’ rendevouz! Happily not in use at the moment. Nick went back 
to the car and stuffed a pipe, but did not yet light it. He thought 
wistfully of his supply of long, gold-tipped cigarettes in the penthouse 
back in New York. He disliked pipes and hated cigars. 

Pipes burnt his tongue and cigars actually made him a little sick. 
But Hughes, the writer, smoked pipes. That was that! 


He was sure now that he was not being tailed. He turned on the 
lights and backed the Peugeot into the lane and started for Punta de 
Fuego. It was, he had been told, a little spit of land running off to the 
left just before you reached the tip of the Cape. Should be easy enough 
to find. As easy as finding Gay Lord had been, once he put his mind to 
it. 

He had simply gone to the travel agency owned by Gay and 
inquired for her. Knowing she would not be there. But there had been 
a clerk on duty, a pretty Arab girl in the shortest of skirts and tightest 
of sweaters, who was quite bored with the drunken American. She 
chewed bubble gum voraciously all through the brief conversation. 

Nick, pretending to be very drunk, clung to the counter and spun a 
story about being a very old friend of Miss Lord. From Hong Kong. He 
must see her before he left Tangier. 

In bad French and worse Spanish the girl had tried to make him 
understand. The lady owner was ill, very ill, and had not been in for 
some days. Inshalla! Only Allah knew when the lady would return to 
work. In the meantime the clerk had orders not to disturb her for any 
reason! A pink bubble grew and burst and clung in limp shreds to the 
girl’s painted mouth. She was about to turn back to her comic book, 
The Shadow in Arabic, when Nick put the fifty franc note on the 
counter. He swayed and leered at the falsies under her sweater. He 
said: “I'll leave now. But you call Miss Lord and tell her it’s old Kenny 
wants to see her. Kenny Hughes, from Hong Kong! Tell her I got a 
message from the boys at the Purple Dragon Country Club! She’ll 
know me then. Here—I’ll write it down for you, baby!” 

He seized a travel brochure from the counter and wrote in the 
margin—Purple Dragon Country Club. He handed it to the girl. “You 
tell her I'll call back here in an hour. You will give me her message, 
okay?” He leered at her again and added, “You do it right, honey, and 
there’s another fifty francs in it Okay?” 

It was, it seemed, okay. Then, to put the frosting on the cake, Nick 
tried to date her. He was informed quite haughtily that she already 
had a steady boy, and anyway she did not mix socially with 
unbelievers. Nick felt a sense of deep relief as he staggered into the 
street Suppose she had taken him up on it! 

When he called the travel agency back in an hour he was given 
instructions. Miss Lord would be glad to see him at his convenience. 
That was all. It was enough. Here he was. 

Nick halted the Peugeot at a street sign. In four languages, English, 
French, Spanish and Arabic, it told him that Moon-lock Lane led off to 
the west. He entered a paved lane even narrower than the one he had 
just left and proceeded cautiously. Around the next bend was a sign 
which read, simply, Villa Gay. 


That’s my girl, he thought with a little thrill of anticipation, Gay 
Lord was one of the very few girls—among the hundreds who had 
shared his bed—that he had never been able to quite forget! Most 
unusual for Nicholas J. Huntington Carter! Perhaps, he thought now 
as he crawled along the narrow lane, it was because their affair had 
been halted abruptly in the middle of things. Their mutual passion 
had never had a chance to die a natural death. After that crazy night 
in the Wan Chai they had gone their separate ways, torn apart by duty 
and job. Nick Carter knew, and he admitted it now, that he had never 
quite gotten his fill of Gay Lord! So he was disobeying orders because 
of that? No—there was more. Much more! Gay was AXE, after all, and 
she seemed to be in danger. But even that was not enough—he had 
left AXE people to die before, when there were more important things. 
What then? That Gay had vital information? Information that he, 
Nick, must have before he could get on with Mission Sappho? Yes, 
that was it. That explained his presence here tonight! It must, because 
he couldn’t think of anything else. 

With a muffled curse Nick ran the Peugeot up on the grass verge 
and stopped. To hell with it! He had never been much for 
introspection anyway. He was a doer, not a thinker. He would walk 
the rest of the way. And go craftily. More and more, as he got deeper 
and deeper into this thing, he was liking it less and less! There was a 
certain odor which he could no longer ignore. He was too 
experienced, had been around too long, to miss it. Money! 

Gay Lord seemed to have too much of it. She was living high on 
the hog. Cape Malabata was big money country! Handsome villas and 
huge estates. The old Moroccan royalty had summered here. So how 
come Gay was playing in such a league? Not on AXE pay, certainly. 
AXE was generous, fair, but no one got rich in the service. 

The travel agency? Hardly, from what he had seen that afternoon. 
It was a hole-in-the-wall business that one girl clerk could handle. Gay 
was a double—Nick did know that much— but with whom had she 
been doubling in recent months? Who, what power, was paying for 
her loyalty? Paying for AXE secrets? The “secrets” in question having 
been carefully edited and planted by Hawk himself! 

N3 went quietly up the lane, as stealthy as a shadow, thinking that 
he might come up with more information tonight than he had 
bargained for. If Gay Lord was “doubling on the level,” if she was 
genuinely working for someone else other than AXE, playing both 
sides for all she could get, then he would find it out tonight. And take 
the proper steps! 

A man coughed. Nick halted and faded into the shrubbery lining 
the lane. He did not breathe. His eyes, which the AXE doctors had 
once compared to a falcon’s, searched the moon spattered road ahead. 


Trees and bushes sent long striations of shadow across the bright 
metalled surface. Nick blended into the shadows and waited. The 
patient hunter. He was an expert at the standing stalk—waiting for the 
other fellow to make the first move, the first mistake! 

Five minutes passed. Nick could hear the man walking now, make 
out the impatient scuff of leather on gravel. Gravel! That meant the 
lane ended and a drive began. 

A lighter flared yellowly in the night. Nick saw the pale blur of a 
face as the man lit a cigarette. He was leaning against a gate pillar. 
Nick caught a glimpse of bricks and a fragment of iron gate before the 
lighter was clicked out. 

N3 turned and went silently back along the lane. He passed his car 
and kept going. Fifty yards beyond it he turned to his left and plunged 
into bushes growing thick beyond the verge. In a moment he came to 
a high stone wall painted white. He leaped and caught the top of the 
wall with one hand, hoping it was not a cheval de frise. It wasn’t. In a 
moment he was dropping lightly to the other side. In the one simple 
tigerish motion of clearing the wall Mr. Kenneth Ludwell Hughes had 
been lost! This was Nick Carter at work! 

The moon was nearly below the horizon now and the light was 
fitful. Nick made a rapid survey. He appeared to be in a very large 
tract laid out as a formal garden. Feathery topped palms moved in the 
slight breeze off the Strait and there were cork trees and a double row 
of pollarded olives. At the end of the avenue formed by the olives was 
a flat topped white painted villa. A single light glowed in its lower 
regions. 

Nick avoided the avenue and bore to his right, through a maze of 
flowering shrubs that gave off a strong effluvia of cinnamon. He 
passed a white pergola where roses still bloomed, cloying the night 
air. Nearby a statue of Pan, with a stream of water spurting from his 
phallus into a basin below, playing eternally on a marble syrinx. 
Nick’s mouth tightened. Yes, baby, he thought! You’re really living it 
up! Our Gay is being very gay indeed. But where is the money coming 
from? 

He came to a wide terrace bordered by ornately carved stone 
balusters, smothered by creeping tendrils of climbing oleander. He 
leaped the baluster and cat-footed to a tall French window. A slim ray 
of amber light splashed on the mosaic terrace. The drapes were 
carelessly drawn. Gay must be very nervous! She was getting careless! 
He peered into the room! 

Gay Lord was seated on a long divan before an empty fireplace. On 
a coffee table was a tall drink and a shiny little revolver. Also a large 
ashtray of hammered brass. Arabian work. The room was large and 
high, elegant, with several other rug-covered divans around, and here 


and there a pouf of camel skin. The watching N3 whistled softly. Yes, 
Gay-girl was living it up with vengeance! 

The woman on the divan smashed out one long cigarette and 
immediately began another. She took it from a large black-enameled 
box, twisted it into a long holder and lit it with a small gold lighter. 
She took up her drink and gulped at it. Her face was pale and Nick 
could readily make out the mauve circles beneath her eyes. He studied 
her, comparing her with the woman he had made love to in Hong 
Kong. 

The figure was the same! She wore a black peignoir that did not 
conceal much. In her early thirties now, she still had the slim, tall 
model’s figure he had caressed. As with so many thin-armed girls, her 
breasts were full and heavy, yet did not sag. Her waist was tiny. Her 
legs were her real glory; they were long-long-long! American girl legs! 

Gay Lord was off the divan now, pacing the large room nervously. 
She glanced at the tiny watch on one thin wrist and frowned. Nick 
Carter smiled faintly. He studied the face of the pacing woman. 

It was a triangular face with a thin, high bridged nose with flaring 
nostrils. The mouth was full and sweet and knew how to be wanton! 
He could not see her eyes, as she paced, but knew they were gray and 
large and, at times, could be sly and evasive. Nick never had any 
illusions about his women! 

He tapped softly on the window: short-long—long-short- short-long 
—short—the AXE code. 

Gay Lord turned hastily to the window, her shoulder length honey 
colored hair swinging like a banner. She came swiftly to the window 
and opened it. Nick stepped in. She came into his arms with a little 
cry. “Nick! Nick! Oh, God, Nick! I’m glad you came! I’m in trouble, 
darling. Real bad trouble!” She clung to him. He could feel her 
trembling. He pushed her away, not too gently. 

“Not now!” he snapped. “Get those lights off! And where did you 
learn to close drapes? I’ve been watching you for ten minutes!” 

Gay moved across the wide room to a fight switch. Her peignoir 
swished and left a trail of fragile perfume behind. She punched a 
button and the room went black except for a wedge of light from the 
hallway. She came back to him and into his arms and her lips sought 
his. They were as sweet and moist and demanding as ever. Nick 
relished the kiss, but this was no time for it. He pushed her away 
again, more gently this time. 

“Who’s the character on the gate?” 

“The gate? I—Oh, him! He’s a private detective I hired in Tangier. 
There are no other AXE people in Tangier right now, and for some 
reason the British wouldn’t help me. So I hired this man. His name is 
Akad something or other. I can never keep them straight.” 


“He’s going to get himself killed,” said Nick. “He doesn’t know his 
job. He coughs and moves around and smokes! Smokes, for Christ’s 
sake!” 

“He was all I could get,” Gay moved closer to him again. “I said 
the British wouldn’t help me!” 

“You know why they won’t help you?” He did. The British thought 
she was selling out, too. Had the same suspicions he did. Bot she 
wasn’t a British agent and they didn’t care. They were throwing her to 
the wolves. The Limeys didn’t fool around with traitors! 

Gay was close against him now. Her large sharp breasts were 
heavy on his chest. Her lips slid over his. “No! No, I can’t think of any 
reason. They’ve always been cooperative before. But, darling, let’s not 
talk about them now. Let’s talk about me! I’m scared, honey. Scared to 
death. Of death! You’ve got to get me out of this, Nick. You’ve got to 
help me. For old times sake!” 

In the dark his aim was perfect. He slapped her across the face. 
Hard. He laughed and it was not a pleasant sound in the gloom. There 
was a wolf note about it. 

“Don’t give me the auld lang syne bit! This is Nick, remember? We 
used to make love together—and there’s an old French saying that you 
can’t keep secrets from someone you’ve slept with! Now level with 
me, absolutely level, and I might help you. Lie to me, just one lie and 
I'll know it, and Pll leave you for whoever is gunning for you! The 
way the British are. Do you know they warned me off you? An agent 
met me at the airport and warned me to stay away from you. The 
order came from Washington so that means that Hawk knows about it, 
too. You’re hotter than a mail order pistol, baby!” 

Gay came back into his arms. She began to cry. He held her, 
almost tenderly, and stroked the sweet smelling hair. He kept the 
anger from his voice and nearly crooned. “Come on, Gay. Tell Nick 
about it. Maybe I can help you, though I’m not promising anything. 
First, though, you have got the dope on Operation Sappho? You know 
where they are—the Lesbian and the Ivaness?” 

He felt her nod, still sobbing. “Y—yes. I know that. But it isn’t 
Sappho I’m in trouble about—I—I’ve been playing both sides, darling, 
and now I’ve gotten caught!” 

She began to cry harshly again. “It was the damned money, Nick! 
There was so much of it, so damned much, and so easy to get. I 
couldn’t pass it up!” 

“T thought it might be something like that,” he said grimly. “So 
who wants to kill you, sweetheart? Who else have you been double- 
crossing besides AXE?” 

“Die Spinne. The Spiders. Do you know anything about them?” 

“Vaguely. Don’t they smuggle ex-Nazis out of Germany?” 


Gay nodded. She clung to him in the dark, pressing her long 
softness against his concrete hardness. Nick grinned without mirth. 
She wasn’t missing a trick. Well, maybe he could help her. If it 
wouldn’t compromise Mission Sappho. That was his baby and it came 
first! 

“The spiders are in Spain. Work out of Spain—they’re mostly a 
pretty rough lot, smugglers and bandits and riffraff in general. Most of 
them hate Franco.” 

“He’s a Fascist,” said Nick. “And these Spiders don’t like Fascists, 
or Nazis, yet they smuggle them out?” 

“For money, yes! But there’s a catch in it—because after they pay 
their money a lot of the Nazis don’t get to Egypt or South America 
after all! The Spiders take them into the mountains and cut their 
throats! They just sort of disappear enroute.” 

“Good.” 

“Tt was, yes.” Gay was clinging very close to Nick now, moving 
against him. “But then the trouble started—the Spiders split into two 
groups. A big one and a small one. They’re having a civil war. And I’m 
on the wrong side. I—” 

“Wait a minute, baby. Let’s get out of this room. It’s too big. 
Where’s your bedroom? I want to see your face when I hear the rest of 
it.” 

In her bedroom, with the door locked, he felt more secure. He 
checked the windows and then sat on the bed beside her, playing a 
pencil flash on her tear stained face. Her eyes glinted at him. “You are 
going to help me, sweet?” 

“Depends,” he said brusquely. “On if you lie or not. I damned sure 
can’t be seen with you—blow my cover sky high! And this cover is 
Hawk’s pride and joy! But get on with it. How did you get on the 
wrong side? And why is it the wrong side? Give me all of it.” He put 
the flash on his AXE watch, which was not phosphorescent. A glowing 
watch, forgotten, had killed more than one agent. 

Gay Lord twisted on the soft bed until her head was in his lap. She 
was no longer crying and her trembling had ceased. She was trusting 
him, Nick knew. Hoping he would take her out of the country with 
him. 

“Tl try to make it simple, though it really isn’t.” 

“T’'m beginning to see that” He wished she wouldn’t keep moving 
her head around in his lap. It brought back old times and made it hard 
for him to think. 

“The smallest of the two Spider groups,” said Gay now, “is run by 
an old renegade called El Lobo. The Wolf. He used to run the whole 
organization. This was when they killed most of the Nazis, you see. 
But they had to let a few get through, to make it look good, and that 


was where I came in. I was keeping tabs, for AXE, on the Nazis that 
got through. I had a network built up in Cairo, Alexandria, all through 
the Near East, to keep track of where they went and what they did, 
their jobs and new names, that sort of thing. And my job was easy 
because El Lobo used to help me. He hates them all. He knew I was 
AXE and that I would pass the information on about them. So they 
hadn’t really escaped at all. That pleased the old wolf.” 

“T can see how it would,” Nick murmured. He wished she would 
stop it. She was making him tense. She was making him think of that 
night back in Hong Kong. Purposely, of course. 

“Then a new man came and took over the biggest segment of the 
Spiders,” Gay said. “Crashed his way in somehow, with money and 
guns. He loves Nazis. They all began to get through. And he, this new 
man, found out I was AXE and came to me to make a deal. Not 
personally, of course. He sent a man to see me. The message was that 
the new man hated AXE and all its agents—but he would do business 
if I would! He wanted me to keep on sending the reports to 
Washington, tell them where the Nazis were hiding.” 

Nick laughed heartily. “I get it Only the reports you sent in would 
be phonies?” 

“Naturally. Washington would think they had a check list on the 
Nazis—but they wouldn’t have. They would never be able to find 
them again.” 

“Un-huh. And you did this? You took this new Spider boss up on 
the deal?” 

Gay became very quiet. After a moment she said, “I pretended to. I 
never really did. But he, this new man, had ways of telling if I was 
doing it or not, he’s got contacts in Washington and all over the 
world, so I had to come up with something clever. And I thought I 
had, Nick, I just altered the reports enough to make it look good, as 
though I really was double-crossing AXE. What I really did was keep a 
compensating file of my own, Nick! So that when I got back to 
Washington I could rewrite the reports making them true in an hour’s 
time! I did. P’ll swear I did! I can prove it. I’ve got the file, the real file, 
in my safe in the study now. I can show it to you.” 

“Tf you can,” said N3, “T’ll help you out of this. I don’t know how, 
but Pll try.” 

“You'll have to,” sighed Gay. “Because if you don’t I’m dead. Put 
your flash over here.” 

She moved on the bed and took something from the pocket of the 
black dressing gown. It was shiny in the brilliant little shaft of light. 
Gay shook the little glass vial and it rattled as though it might have 
contained a pea. But it wasn’t a pea. Nick stared at the little mass of 
twisted corruption in the vial. 


It was a hard, shriveled little black ball of spider. Dead spider! 
Obscene! He felt Gay shiver. Someone had walked on her grave! 

Gay said, “All members of the Spider organization, both factions, 
carry live spiders in glass vials to identify themselves. When someone 
is marked for death they are sent a dead black spider. This one came 
in the mail yestenjay!” 

N3 took the thing from her and sailed it into a wastebasket. Crude, 
he thought. Crude—but it would be effective! The Black Spot! Straight 
out of Stevenson. 

Gay Lord began to cry again. She clung to him. “I’ve been so 
scared,” she sobbed. “So terrified, Nick! You can’t imagine what it’s 
like. You’ve never been afraid of anything!” 

High time she got out of the profession, he thought. Her nerve was 
gone. Judgement, too. Witness the open drape and the amateur 
bodyguard. Even if she hadn’t been caught doubling” on the level, 
hadn’t been compromised, it was time Gay Lord went “outside.” She 
had become greedy! Fatal! 

Nick wondered who had sold her? Hawk was capable of it, once 
convinced of her treachery. Or what he thought was treachery. Or the 
British? That she was an AXE agent wouldn’t make any difference to 
those characters if she was in their way. The sad fact was that double 
agents were usually, in the end, sold out by one side or the other! One 
of the facts of fife. Or death! 

An uneasy prescience had been growing in N3 for some time. He 
made no attempt to push it or pull it, just let it flow into his conscious 
mind. Certain little things were beginning to add up. A man who had 
moved in on the Spiders! Said man hated AXE and all its agents! 
Connections in Washington and all over the world! Slowly, like smoke 
drifting into a pattern, it began to spell out something. An MO. Modus 
Operandi! He thought briefly of a fog shrouded street in London a 
couple of years ago, where by only seconds he had missed killing a 
man. And had known he would live to regret it! 

Casually, hoping he wouldn’t get the answer he expected, he 
asked: “Back to Mission Sappho for a minute—how did you find Alicia 
Todd and Tasia Loften?” The English Lesbian and the Russian girl 
agent who had her at the moment! Mission Sappho. His job! 

“The Spiders found them for me. El Lobo’s group. It was quite easy. 
Why? Does it matter how I found them?” 

“Tt matters a hell of a lot,” he told her harshly. “Now— this new 
guy? The new man who has taken over the largest Spider group—he’s 
got a name?” 

She pushed against him in the dark, trembling. “Sort of. A terrible 
name. Judas!” 

It was like stepping on a snake with his bare feet! He had hoped 


the man was dead—if you could call a creature like Judas a man! But 
it was, in a way, his own fault. He had been too late that foggy night 
in London. Too late by seconds! 

Gay stirred on the bed beside him. “Nick—hadn’t we better be 
going?” Her scent was heavy in his nostrils. She rolled against him 
and the impact of her heavy breasts was plain through the sheer black 
robe. “Because if we’re going to stay here for awhile we might as well 
—well, you know! It will be our last time, I suppose! I’ll never see you 
again. Or forget you, either!” 

He put the flash on his watch again. Still too early. There would be 
a thick sea mist in the dawn. The moon would be down now, but there 
would be stars. He couldn’t afford to be seen with the girl, even in star 
sheen. He had to get Kenneth Ludwell Hughes to the Costa Brava 
intact. 

“We'll wait until just before dawn,” he told her. “The mist will be 
thick then. You can get packed and drive into Tangier, ril tail you in 
and hang around close until you can get a plane. It’s the best I can do. 
Remember—we don’t know each other and we won’t speak!” 

“S—suppose they try to get me at the airport?” 

Nick was irritable. “I said I’d be around! I still know a couple of 
tricks, Gay!” 

She snuggled against him. “I’m not so frightened now. I never was 
when you were around! Oh, Nick, darling—just like old times! At least 
for an hour or so. I—” 

He pushed her off. “Not yet! You’ve gotten careless, baby. Very 
careless! Who’s in the house with you? Servants, I mean?” 

“We’re alone. I had servants but I fired them all yesterday after the 
black spider came—I had to know I was alone in the house in case I 
heard something or someone moving.” 

“Nice to know you haven’t forgotten everything,” N3 told her 
sourly. “Hold the flash for me.” 

After checking the windows again he moved furniture against 
them, working rapidly and deftly and with no strain on the powerful 
muscles. In a short time he built the bedroom into a fort. Except for 
the door. There was nothing left to go against that, but it mattered 
little. It was heavy and solid and had a good lock. The lock could be 
shot off, of course, but by that time he would be ready with the Luger. 
Or the stiletto. 

Nick was sure there was no one in the house with them at the 
moment. He was always listening, no matter what else he was doing. 
Listening and watching. He had asked about the servants because he 
thought they might be out and coming in late. Or coming to work in 
the morning, perhaps bringing friends. All Arab servants had hundreds 
of friends, especially those in big homes. The food did it. It would be 


nice to know who was around when they left in the morning! In the 
fog. 

He heard something slither behind him. Gay’s dressing gown 
dropping to the floor. With the room sealed and airless the scent of 
her body, plus her perfume, lent the place a harem atmosphere. It was 
suddenly filled with a musky odor of lovely and excited woman. 
Death, and/or the fear of Death, he thought, might add a little spice to 
the adventure at that. For both of them And it would be, as she had 
pointed out, the last time! 

“Nick? Nick, darling?” There was no fear in her voice now, only 
eagerness. There was a great deal of the wanton in Gay when she 
chose to reveal it. She would become the aggressor, tireless and 
demanding. She had her own techniques of giving and taking, her own 
manner of stilling the clamor in her. Nick grinned faintly in the 
gloom. He recognized the tone of voice. Now that he was here a lot of 
her fear had changed to desire. The line betwixt the two was not too 
broad at best. There was also method in this sexual madness; Gay 
knew their affair had never completely burnt itself out. Knew that 
Nick still wanted her! She was looking for insurance beyond the 
airport. 

She still had the pencil flash. Suddenly she flicked it off and the 
harem-smelling room was totally dark. Nick stood rock still, not 
breathing, and listened. In a moment he could hear her breathing. Not 
far off. The sound was throaty, irregular, rising and catching in her 
throat. He imagined that her mouth was wide open. Vivid, moist, rose- 
colored symbol! 

“Nickie?” For just a moment she sounded frightened again. 

He spoke brusquely. “Stop playing games.” 

Nick was standing by the bed. He stripped off his coat and shirt 
and dropped them on the floor. With a fluid motion he knelt and 
thrust the Luger up beneath one of the bed slats. The springs 
complained. 

Gay chuckled nearby. “What are you doing, darling? That’s a 
familiar sound—but without me?” 

Nick stabbed the stiletto into the mattress near the head of the bed, 
within easy reach. “I’m tired,” he told her. “I thought you wanted to 
go to bed? If you don’t it’s okay with me. I'll just catch a few winks by 
myself...” 

“Don’t you dare!” 

He smiled. The pencil flash came on, a tiny white spotlight in the 
night of the room. “Nick! Look—remember how I really look?” 

“I remember.” He lay back on the bed and watched as the tiny 
beam sprayed her lovely face and body. The cone of light caressed her 
as she held it at arm’s length and hosed the brilliance slowly over her 


flesh. 

“Private show,” she said in a husky giggle. “For your eyes only, 
darling. Oh, Nickie, do you really think I’m still beautiful? Am I the 
way I used to be? Or am I getting to be a hag?” 

“You're no hag!” Nick felt himself stir and tingle. No hag indeed! A 
traitor, maybe? A little stupid, certainly! But no hag! 

The small flambeau laved her body.- A light finger exploring every 
privacy, revealing every secret, yet passing rapidly on to let the cloak 
of mystery fall back. The sensual odor of her gathered in his nostrils 
and clogged his throat, which was suddenly very dry. Of a sudden he 
was ravening for her! 

“Gay! Stop that damned narcissistic nonsense and come here! We 
haven’t got a hell of a lot of time, you know! It’ll be dawn soon.” 

“Time enough, lover! Oh—time enough! You'll see.” 

A hint of wanton coyness in her voice now as the light rested in 
turn on each firm peach fleshed breast. The little spot of light wrought 
odd effects, played tricks with shadow and opacity, and Nick felt 
uneasiness crawl in him. Vilia in the nude! White witch in black trap! 
Unaccountably he thought of Kali! For no reason at all—except that 
there was something else in the room at the moment. Something 
besides sex. Death! 

There was nothing of the esoteric about Nick Carter. But the same 
hyper-sensitivity which had kept him alive so long spoke to him now. 
Death was in the room and it had not come for him! He was not going 
to see Gay Lord again after tonight. 

The little light was affixed to one of the hard, long brown nipples 
now. Tiny worm-like phallus. 

Nick came off the bed with a roar. “Goddamn it, Gay, if I have to 
come after you—” 

The light went out with a little click. “You don’t,” she said. “Oh, 
you don’t!” 

And, as in the past, when at first he tried to take command she 
would have none of it. “Huge great stallions built of concrete and 
leather are made to be subdued,” she panted. “Oh —you bastard. You 
great big lovely bastard!” 

When it came his turn it was still the best in the world. N3 rode 
away into a scarlet nightmare of pleasure. His hand, out-thrown, 
touched the cold hilt of the stiletto and he found time to hope he 
would not have to use it. Not this night! Nevertheless he went to sleep 
with his hand firmly coiled about the weapon. Gay breathed in 
satiation against his chest... 

In the first terrible cold moment of waking he thought the 
explosion was thunder. Even as he rolled off the bed he knew better. 
N3 could wake up, come to full possession of his senses, faster than 


any man in the world. Now, before he hit the floor, his flashing 
computer mind recorded that the door to the bedroom was open. Gay 
was missing. High explosive was stinking the air. The explosions were 
continuing, faster, lighter in texture. Grenades! He knew the technique 
—open a door and toss in a grenade. Run to the next room and do the 
same. Nothing lived through that! 

He was naked. No help for that. He wrenched the Luger from over 
the bed slat and knelt by the side of the bed. Gay was dead by now. 
He was sure of it. He knew why, too. She was a creature of habit—and 
this time habit had killed her! She had been warm and hopeful and 
fulfilled—and she had come awake and done what she had always 
done. Moved to a fresh bed! She could never abide a bed that was 
tangled and wet and savaged by love making. As soon as she woke up 
she always moved. This time she had forgotten— 

Somewhere in the house a man yelled in hoarse Spanish: “Prisa— 
prisa—hurry up, amigos] Velocidad! You comprehend the orders!” 

“As well as you,” called back another man. “But what is of the 
urgency now? The puta is dead! I, Carlos, say it! I put a whole clip 
into that ramera myself. In person!” 

The first man spoke again. They were closer now, coming down 
the corridor toward Nick. With sourness the first man said: “Bueno! 
You are a hero. I will see that the boss hears of it. Now, perhaps, you 
wish to remain and gain credit with la policia?” 

“But there is still half a knapsack of grenades!” 

“Tonto!” Nick could almost see the man spit “Muy tonto! Throw 
them, then! Play the cowboys and Indians—that door! But quickly, do 
you hear. Quickly! Caramba! Why do I always have to work with 
fools! The boat will not wait, Carlos! I warn you!” 

“Momento—impatient one! Ummmm-—I think you are right about 
this door. I missed it before.” 

“A waste of time and grenades,” said the sour man with 
resignation. “The woman was alone! She is dead—ahhh— muy 
muerto! But go ahead—you are Gregory Peck after les malos hombres! 
Only hurry!” 

Hard footsteps came toward the bedroom. Nick Carter felt like a 
pink skinned baby in a hail storm. One grenade is a nasty thing— 
several of them increases the nastiness—and the danger—in 
geometrical progression. Think fast, Mr. Carter! 

He did not want to make a fight of it. From the mention of a clip 
they must have tommy guns! And grenades! And the impatient man, 
who sounded like an old pro, would be covering the door just in case. 

Nick reached up and pulled the heavy mattress down on top of 
him. The wide, thick mattress on which he and Gay had so shortly 
before made love. Perhaps it would save him now! 


With the nasty sound of an iron tennis ball the first grenade 
bounced into the room. It skidded past Nick and exploded in a corner. 
He wished, not for the first time, that he wasn’t so damned big! 

He counted seven grenades. Iron made a sieve of the mattress and 
he was bleeding from a dozen superficial cuts before it was over. But 
they missed a gut shot or a vital limb! Nick lay and winced and cursed 
and took it. He blessed the sour man for being in a hurry, for not 
making a thorough check— and wished mightily for a chance at the 
grenade-thrower with the Luger or the stiletto. Or his bare hands! But 
that was not to be—he had to be on his way, winging, before la 
policia did arrive. He was sure as hell not in a position at the moment 
to explain anything to anybody! 

He barely waited until they were out of the house. He found Gay 
in another bedroom—as he had suspected she had gone to sleep in a 
fresh bed. It would be her last sleep. 

The storm of slugs had knocked her half out of the bed. She was on 
her belly, long hair dangling into a pool of already blackening blood. 
Nick straightened her on the bed, face up, and looked down at her. 
They had spared the beautiful face. One breast was shot away and she 
had grown half a dozen new navels. Color red. The gray eyes were 
wide open and as he moved around the room they followed him, as a 
portrait will do. 

N3 felt no particular compassion or pity. She had been playing a 
rough game and had known the rules. He had what he had come for— 
she had spotted the two women for him. So now he was conscious of a 
sneaky little sense of relief. Gay had been a complicating factor—now 
the pawn in her name had been removed from the board. 

He found a clean sheet and put over her. It was all he could do, or 
had time for. 


Chapter 3 


THE PINK VILLA 


N3, his eyes glued to the cold eye-pieces of the binoculars, had to 
admit that the Russians knew their business! When it came to using 
sex in that business they were the best—past masters! It was the oldest 
form of entrapment known to man, or woman, and the fact that the 
sex might at times be a trifle unorthodox troubled the Ivans not at all. 
As long as it got the business done! As it certainly seemed to be doing 
at the moment. 

The glasses, with their tinted lens to prevent sun flashes, had been 
especially made for AXE. Their magnifying power was amazing, and 
appalling, if you were the one being spied on! Nick, high in his snug 
eyrie overlooking the Golfo de Rosas on Spain’s northeastern coast, 
grinned faintly now as he watched the two naked women beside the 
pool. The wall of the pink villa was high and they thought—and their 
every action so indicated—that they were safe from prying eyes. 

Nick smiled. Not so! He already knew, for instance, that the 
Russian agent, calling herself Tasia Loften now, had a little butterfly 
shaped mole on her left buttock! Which was a damned sight more 
than she knew about him at the moment—he hoped. The Russian girl, 
as a matter of fact, seemed very much at ease. It puzzled Nick. She 
appeared so sure of herself—and of her quarry, the Englishwoman. 
Alicia Todd. 

Nick wriggled irritably, trying to get more comfortable on the hard 
rock. He was dirty and unshaven, still in the guise of Kenneth Ludwell 
Hughes, drunken writer. A great deal had happened in the past 
twenty-four hours. The corpse of Gay Lord was some 900 odd 
kilometers behind him. He had rented a vintage Lancia in Gibraltar— 
old cars were a hobby of writer Hughes—and had driven the long 
coast road from Gib to Gerona in a tearing hurry. He made only one 
stop, in Barcelona briefly, to call Hawk on scrambler phone and set up 
a few details. His chief was unperturbed by Gay’s death, though he 
thought the circumstances were to be lamented and said so. He had 
not, overtly, reacted to Nick’s admitted disobedience of orders. Other 
than a slight frosting over of voice. N3 knew he would hear about that 
later. 

Hawk had been considerably dismayed at the news that Judas, 
long his personal bete noir, might be preparing to thrust his long and 
nasty spoon into the porridge. “Maybe this time,” Hawk said, “you’ll 


be able to carry out orders and kill him! He should have been killed 
long ago.” His words dripped like ice cubes. 

Nick was already in full possession of a rented villa not far away 
from the pink one on which he was now busily spying. He had a fat 
housekeeper with a teen-age son who was well on his way to being a 
beatnik, Spanish type. He was, in fact, in pretty good shape but for the 
fact that he needed sleep and a meal and a shave and a chance to 
smoke a few decent cigarettes instead of Hughes’ eternally damned 
pipe! His cover was holding up. He had left Villa Gay unseen—after 
checking to find that his premonition had been correct and the private 
detective was dead of a slashed throat—and crossed to Gib with no 
difficulty. Judas’ killers had been in too much of a hurry to do a 
thorough job of searching the villa and environs. But then why should 
they have worried? Gay Lord was dead! Judas, and the black spider, 
had made their point. Terror ruled. The game could go on. 

There was movement beside the pool now and Nick turned his 
attention back to the study in female flesh. Such contrasting flesh, too. 
The Englishwoman, Alicia Todd, was in her early forties as near as he 
could judge. A thin little sparrow of a woman with delicate wrists and 
ankles and apple-sized breasts which seemed firm enough. She wore 
her dark hair short, with a silver streak running aslant from a widow’s 
peak. The merciless glasses revealed a pocking of the arms and 
shoulders. Alicia Todd was on heroin, had been for years in 
moderation. Nick studied her face now as she bent over the Russian 
girl and kissed her lightly behind the ear. She was sallow skinned and 
had good teeth—he watched them flash as she said something to the 
girl—and there was the look about her of a highly intelligent and not 
unattractive monkey. Nick’s mouth tightened. He knew better than 
that. So did the Russians. So, presumably, did Judas. In that cranium, 
beneath the sparse graying hair, was a brain! A neurotic, unstable, 
sexually twisted brain that both the East and the West knew they must 
have! And now, watching the woman pour oil into her palm and begin 
rubbing it on the long smooth back of the Russian girl, N3 
remembered his orders. If he couldn’t take her—kill her! 

The Russian girl had a lovely long spine. Nick watched in approval 
as Alicia Todd smoothed oil up and down that spine, kneading the 
firm sleek muscles. Tasia Loften, as she called herself, was heavily 
tanned except for two pale bikini strips. Tasia was, indeed, a beauty 
and Nick had an unprofessional thought or two as he watched. He also 
found himself hoping, for some strange reason, that Tasia Loften’s 
heart was not really in her work! That she had done, and was doing, a 
thorough professional job was self evident. She had the Englishwoman 
well hooked! Alicia Todd was mad about the girl. It was evident in her 
every action, even to the pouring and rubbing of sun oil. She could 


hardly allow her eyes away from the girl’s nubile body, or take her 
fingers from that tanned resilient flesh. 

Whether such love and desire could strain itself to encompass 
treason was yet another matter! To the spying N3, at the moment, it 
did not matter much. He was well aware of how matters stood—the 
Russians were trying the sugar, the honey, first! They wanted Alicia 
Todd to come to them of her own will, to work for them gladly. Hence 
this brief idyll on the Costa Brava, this love making beside the soft 
blue Mar Medi-terraneo. There was to be a lavishing of caresses and 
sighs amidst the transports of Lesbian love. This would be conducted 
on a strict time schedule, Nick thought—he wondered how long the 
girl had been given to talk the woman over?—and if that did not work 
then the Englishwoman would be kidnapped and smuggled out of 
Spain and into Russia. Failing that, they would kill her so the West 
could not benefit by her brain. It was all very clear. 

Again Nick tried to adjust his big frame to the rocks. Damn it, they 
were hard! And his grin now was just as hard—he, N3, was going to 
be the fly in that particular Red ointment! There only remained to 
decide how and when he could steal the Englishwoman from the 
thieves who had her now? It had better be quick! 

The girl had been lying on her stomach while the woman rubbed 
oil into her. Now she sat up and turned over. For a moment she was 
staring directly into the glasses. Although he knew better Nick had the 
impression that she must be able to see him. She was staring so 
directly at him! 

Nick was conscious of a tightness in his throat. She was so damned 
beautiful! The absolute antithesis of any Russian girl he had ever seen 
or known, and he had known a few. Had slept with quite a few, 
sometimes in the pursuit of duty and sometimes for pleasure, but he 
had never seen Russian beauty to rival this! Here was no peasant 
thickness, no Slavic breadth of bone structure, no plow horse 
sturdiness. This was a nymph, a long-legged, pear breasted sprite with 
flaming red hair. That in itself was most unusual in a Russian girl, but 
Nick could vouch for the authentic color of the silken tresses. He 
smiled in pure enjoyment as the glasses roved over the girl’s lithe 
body. If only all his work could be this pleasant! 

Tasia was lying on her back now on the rubber mattress beside the 
green glinting pool, submitting to the Englishwoman’s ministrations. 
The woman was still oiling the girl’s splendid body and her hands 
lingered on the superb breasts with a lover’s tenderness. Nick, the 
powerful glasses focused on the girl’s face, saw the full red mouth 
twitch in a little moue of distaste. It was a vivid mouth, scarlet and 
sulky now, pouting at what it must do. Nick felt an absurd sense of 
relief without knowing why—Tasia Loften did not like what she was 


doing! She must, then, be a real woman! What it meant to him, or 
why he should care, he had not the slightest idea at the moment. 

Like it or not, the girl was obeying orders. Nick watched with a 
sardonic grin on his craggy face as the Englishwoman kissed the girl 
full on the mouth. He could visualize the girl, weeks or months before, 
receiving her orders in M.G.B. HQ, atop the grim building complex on 
the Sadovaya in Moscow. Comrade Anastasia Zaloff—her real name— 
would stand at attention before a Colonel or Colonel-General in State 
Security. She would receive her orders. A proffering of sexual bait to 
the Englishwoman scientist would be planned—as coldly and matter 
of factly as though they were’discussing tractor production: 

Colonel: “You will go to England, Comrade Zaloff, and make 
immediate contact with the Englishwoman, Alicia Todd. Your papers 
and cover have been prepared. Our people tell us that the English is 
due for vacation soon. She always spends that vacation in 
Bournemouth, a sea resort. You will go there also and become friends 
with this Alicia Todd. You will try to make her fall in love with you!” 

Girl: “In love with me, Comrade Colonel? I—I do not understand!” 

Colonel: “You will. The English is a Lesbian—she likes women, 
Comrade Zaloff. Surely you understand now? In any case it is not 
important that you understand, or that you like this assignment, it is 
only important that you carry it out successfully! We need this 
woman! You will permit her attentions. As soon as you have made the 
contact and things are going well you will talk her into leaving 
England and spending the balance of her vacation on the Costa Brava 
in Spain. A villa will be prepared for you. You will be alone with the 
English and you will make every effort to indoctrinate her, to talk her 
into coming over to us. You will be most agreeable at all times, 
Comrade Zaloff! You will permit her every attention. You will return 
her affection—” 

Girl: “But Comrade Colonel, I—I am not like that! I—” 

Colonel, very coldly: “You will pretend, Comrade Zaloff! You will 
become an actress! You will work hard, very hard, to bring this 
woman over to us. You will, of course, be under observation at all 
times by agents of—by security agents.” Perhaps even the Colonel 
could not bring himself to utter the name—Smiert Spionam! Smersh! 

Girl, very pale: “Da, Comrade Colonel! I—I understand perfectly. I 
will do my best.” 

Colonel: “You will do better than your best, Comrade. Oh, there is 
something else—the English is a dope addict. Heroin, I believe. She 
has had a controlled habit for years. You will be provided with— 
equipment. The English is neurotic and unstable and, from what I am 
told, a great genius. You will see that she has a plentiful supply of 
narcotics at all times. Any questions, Comrade Zaloff?” 


Girl: “If I fail, Comrade Colonel? If I cannot induce this woman to 
come over to us?” 

Colonel, very grim: “That is negative thinking, Comrade! It will not 
do—not at all! But in the event that she will not come of her own will 
we shall try to kidnap her, smuggle her out of Spain to the nearest 
friendly country. Failing all else— you will kill her! That is the size of 
it, Comrade Zaloff! Either we have the English or no one does! 
Questions?” The Colonel would be impatient by now. 

Girl: “Nyet, Comrade Colonel. No questions.” 

Yes, thought N3 now as he studied the lovely sullen face in the 
binoculars, it would have been something like that. He wondered just 
how far along she had gotten with the indoctrination of Alicia Todd? 
As smitten as she was with love, was Alicia Todd ready to turn traitor? 
Probably not yet, he thought. The girl would be taking it gradually, by 
stages. She would think she had plenty of time. She had, in fact, been 
very clever. She had taken Alicia Todd out of England under the very 
noses of British Intelligence. At the moment she had every right to feel 
secure! 

N3’s smile was wolfish. At the moment, yes. Tonight was another 
matter. Yes, he decided, tonight! He watched as Tasia twitched 
impatiently away from the rubbing hands and reached for a pack of 
cigarettes which lay on a towel beside her. She put one of the long, 
silver-tipped tubes in her mouth and lay back as Alicia Todd lit it for 
her. Nick’s glass brought up the printing on the cigarette package— 
Troika. 

Alicia Todd snuggled down beside the girl and the two naked 
women lay basking in the hot afternoon sun. The woman said 
something and laughed, and the girl smiled faintly. The woman put an 
arm over the girl. The girl flicked her cigarette into the shimmering 
pool where a few leaves, first signs of fall in this pleasant country, 
already floated. For another moment or two Nick kept the glasses on 
the oil-smeared bodies and faces so mercilessly exposed to his 
probing. Both women lay quietly, their eyes closed, as the sun baked 
them. The perfect breasts of Tasia Loften, milk white in contrast to the 
rest of her body, rose and fell in quiescent rhythm with the strong 
heart beneath them. The Englishwoman appeared to doze, her thin 
arm flung protectively across the girl. Nick Carter had the distinct 
impression that Tasia Loften was not sleeping! 

He put the glasses down and rolled over on his back, stretching his 
great muscles with the sensuous enjoyment of a big cat. It would not 
do to stand up or move about, but he stretched until his joints 
cracked. He took a drink of water from a flask—it was supposed to 
contain fundator to keep Mr. Hughes well oiled—and washed out his 
mouth and poured a little on his thick dark hair that was only 


beginning to grizzle a bit at the temples. He drank more of the water 
—it was bottled stuff, because he had had a severe case of turista once 
in Mexico and did not want to repeat the experience—and poured 
some on a not-too-clean handkerchief and sponged his face. It was hot 
in his little stone cubby on the cliff face. He wished for a bath, but 
that must wait. A cigarette and drink must wait, too. 

Should he go tonight? He thought that he must make the decision 
here and now. There were, he conceded, factors both for and against 
such immediate action. Certainly he had not intended to act so swiftly 
—he liked to operate on terrain which he knew intimately—but then 
he could not have foreseen that Judas was still alive and might be 
getting ready to take a hand in this game. Might be. There was no way 
of knowing for sure. Other than his instinct, which had never let him 
down yet! He had been born with the sure instinct of the tiger—a 
beast which knows more about killing others, and staying alive itself, 
than any other animal in the world. Now that instinct told him that 
Judas was in this thing! Somewhere, somehow, sooner or later, the 
man would show his hand. Probably sooner. Judas was not a man to 
dawdle where his own interests, i.e., money, were at stake. Nick had 
better beat him to the punch! 

Nick Carter slipped on a pair of dark glasses and lay face up in the 
sun, basking in the buttery rays as the women at the pool-side were 
doing. He breathed deeply but the movement of his huge chest was 
scarcely perceptible. In this quiescent state the incongruous clothing 
of Kenneth Ludwell Hughes, dirty and very rumpled after hours of 
long driving, somehow failed to conceal the true nature of the man 
beneath them. A highly intelligent and superbly trained killing 
machine! Saved—and Hawk had often speculated on this as he 
regarded his Number One man—saved to the cause of humanity only 
by high sensitivity and a quiet, well developed humor. Along with a 
capacity of controlled fear. It was these latter qualities that made Nick 
Carter more than a superb beast! An ability to love, or to project 
tenderness, were almost not included. 

Nick had the ability to draw a map in his mind. He was doing it 
now as he lay in the late afternoon sun. He brought the villa into his 
mind until he could almost touch and feel the texture of the pink 
stone, and began to plan his night foray. The decision slipped into his 
mind as rapidly and as easily as a sword into a scabbard. Tonight 
would be best. The risks would be minimal. It meant that he could 
expect no help—there were AXE men on call in Barcelona—but this 
did not bother him. He was a loner in any case. 

There were no guards around the pink villa. At least no male 
guards, else the women would not be bathing in the nude so freely. 
This puzzled him, but he accepted it. For the moment. With 


reservations. It was unthinkable that the Russian girl did not have 
help of some sort within easy reach. 

There was as yet no sign of Judas or any of his people. Yet they 
could easily be around, unseen. Probably were if his instinct was right. 
Waiting for the right moment, even as he was. 

Nick sighed and turned over on his face, wishing hard for a 
cigarette. He anticipated more trouble with Judas than he did with 
Tasia Loften. She was, after all, only a girl. Judas would have men 
with machine guns and grenades. For a moment he saw the body of 
Gay Lord, again lolling bloodily on the bed, then wiped the image 
from his mind. Gay was dead. Mission Sappho was the thing now. But 
after—after he had the Englishwoman safely out of Spain? N3’s smile 
was cruel. It just might be possible to maintain contact with Judas, to 
return and finish the job! 

He lay with his cheek cushioned on one arm, unmoving, to the 
casual eye asleep, while he played and replayed the tape of the terrain 
in his mind. 

It would be best, he thought, to stage the raid in one continuous 
smooth forward going movement. No back-tracking. Enter from the 
rear and take the Englishwoman, Alicia Todd, and leave by the front 
and keep going. The mechanics were simple enough. 

The pink villa was perched on a high cliff on the very tip of Cala 
Mongo, a sharp teat-like promontory jutting out into the Golfo de 
Rosas. He was spying now from the rear of the villa; beyond it lay a 
sheer cliff falling away for perhaps three hundred feet to the limpid 
Mediterranean. A twisting stairway—ancient Roman work?—had been 
hacked into the cliff face. It led down to a cove and a tiny crescent 
beach and a landing stage. A small boat could put in easily enough. 

The Cala was reached only by a single narrow dusty road that 
wound along the cliff edge from the west. Nick had left the Lancia in 
an almond grove and walked the last half mile, keeping to the gullies 
and ravines and, at last, gaining his present perch by a faint path that 
only a mountain goat could have loved. 

He would come the same way tonight, he thought now. There 
should be the last of an old moon. He would leave the Lancia and 
come this same way and strike through the villa like a sudden 
tornado. Maybe he wouldn’t have to kill the Russian girl, maybe he 
could take her by surprise or she would give in without a fight. He 
didn’t want to kill her if it could be helped. She was much too lovely 
to be slaughtered. 

Then, once he had Alicia Todd, he would keep going. Through the 
front of the villa and down the writhing stone stairs to the landing 
stage. He would have a small boat waiting, that could be arranged for 
in the nearby fishing village of Escala, and he would just keep going 


across the bay to Rosas. Then, and only then, he would call Barcelona 
and find out about a “safe” house. Someplace where he and the 
woman could go to ground for a day or two, until the heat was off. 
There would be heat—plenty of it! The Russians would be after him 
like hounds after a hare. So would Judas, if he were indeed in this 
thing. 

Nick stretched again, tremendously, and yawned. Some sleep 
would be nice, too. He reached for the binoculars on the burning rock 
beside him. He was not too worried about the pursuit. Once he had 
the Todd woman and had gone to ground it would be all right. He 
could take his own sweet time getting her through the Pyrenees and 
into France. Maybe Hawk could arrange a pickup by an AXE plane. 
Maybe anything. Nick yawned again. It looked like duck soup—but he 
knew better. First step in making duck soup—catch one duck! 

He put the glasses to his eyes. The pool behind the pink villa 
leaped into sharp focus. The two women were still there, naked on the 
rubber mattress. Alicia Todd was sleeping, her arm still around the 
girl, one hand cupping an oil-smeared breast. 

Nick saw it at the same time that Tasia Loften did! She had not 
been sleeping, then! Beneath that sleepy, bored and pouty exterior she 
was very much alert. Now she sat bolt upright, alarm sketched on her 
pretty face, and stared up at the cliff face where Nick was hiding. 
There could be no doubt what had alarmed her. Sun flashes! Sharp 
lances of light darting from glass or metal! Someone was spying on 
her from the cliffs and the sun was making a heliograph of the lens! 

N3 had the extra-peripheral vision of a star halfback. He had noted 
the flashes from the corner of his eye even before the Russian girl had 
taken alarm. They were coming from his right, not more than a couple 
of hundred yards off. Someone else was spying on the villa and the 
two women, and that someone did not have the benefit of tinted lens! 

Nick took a final look at the villa, just in time to see the girl 
hurrying Alicia Todd through a postern gate into the house. Both 
women had towels draped about them now. Nick grinned. He 
wondered what story Tasia was telling—probably the outraged 
modesty bit! It would do as well as any excuse to get the woman out 
of sight. 

Nick tucked the binoculars into their case. Tasia was much more 
alert than he had supposed. Softly he cursed the other Peeping Tom 
on the cliff. The girl was alerted to possible danger now. She would be 
on her guard tonight. Well, there was no help for it. He would still 
have to go. 

Nick retired a bit under an overhang and waited. A minute passed. 
Two. Three. Then the sun flashed on glass again. Nick spotted it 
precisely. To his right, a bit lower than he, about a hundred and fifty 


yards off. Good enough. 

If he had to kill it had better be a silent job. His wrist moved 
slightly and the stiletto slid from its chamois sheath along his right 
forearm. The hilt snapped coldly into his palm. 

N3 checked the Luger’s action, careful of noise. The pistol shone 
dull and greasy in the sun, an oiled precision instrument of Death. 
Nick slid it back into the plastic holster. 

He left the little rock haven and began to work his way toward the 
sun flashes. His progress was smooth and silent. An unseen observer, 
who knew about such matters, might have been reminded of a 
rattlesnake working his way across rock to where an unsuspecting 
rabbit waited. 


Chapter 4 


THE SECOND SPIDER 


Nick Carter’s rented villa, Casa de Florido, stood on a point of land 
some mile and a half from the pink villa. It was a blocky house, 
distempered a scaly brown, which over the years had been allowed to 
go to pot. The name was apt enough, because there were rose gardens 
and many species of semi-tropical flowers, along with a scattering of 
evergreen oaks, stone pines, casuarinas and a few dry brown-leafed 
palms that made rattling noises in the night wind from the wine dark 
sea. 

There were several out-buildings, including an ancient stable built 
of rough hewn stone. The grounds were entirely enclosed by a twelve- 
foot wall painted the same drab excremental color. On the seaward 
side of the house was a large patio of red glazed tiles and a fountain 
which had not worked for years. Beyond the patio was an iron gate 
leading through the wall to a small platform overlooking the cliff and 
the sea far below. There was an overhang here and the drop was sheer 
and terrifying to the cruel rocks five hundred feet down. The fall-away 
was guarded only by a low fence of ornamentally twisted iron which 
was rusting and sagging dangerously. 

It was, in fact, a most dangerous spot. Which was why Dona Anna, 
the housekeeper, had forbidden her small son Pablo to play there. And 
this, in turn, was precisely why Pablo—his mother away in the village 
to shop—was playing there. Or sitting there, rather, glooming, and 
thinking about the strange norteamericano who had rented the villa so 
hurriedly. Surely a strange senor, this one! Such rushing! Such hurry! 
And such money! Mucho dinero! Already Pablo had accumulated a 
nice little store of pesetas. He hoped there would be more. There 
certainly would be if he, Pablo Esteban Maurello-Gonzales y Jones, 
could do anything about it! 

There was much more to Pablo Jones than met the eye. Especially 
his mother’s eye. She had had a hard life, poor woman, and yet had 
managed to make but one great mistake-meeting and falling in love 
with an American merchant seaman temporarily on the beach in 
Cadiz. He had refused to marry her. But she had taken his name for 
her son and moved across the country, away from gossip and disgrace, 
to bring up the boy in the old tradition and in the Church. That had 
been a little over twelve years ago. Now the good Dona Anna went in 
ignorance of what Pablo was really like. Perhaps it was as well, for she 


would never have recognized this product of the times, of the movies 
and the Beatles, of a quick uneducated mind and cheap fiction. Pablo 
was sophisticated. Muy hip! 

The boy stood now, perilously near the sagging iron fence, and 
watched the last of the sun strike the old lighthouse on the Islas 
Medas. It would be dark soon. His mother would not be home until 
late, if at all. Many times he spent the nights alone. But tonight there 
was the movie supreme in Figueras and he would like to go. He could 
be there in an hour. 

Pablo pulled a wad of peseta notes from the pocket of his ragged 
jeans and considered them. He had plenty of money to go to the films, 
but more would be better. Much more. He somehow had the 
impression that the Senor Hughes might not be around too long— 
there was something muy raro about the Senor—and it was as well to 
strike while the iron was hot. 

And speaking of hot irons—there was the Senor now! One could 
not fail to distinguish the roar of that monster car. Pablo had fallen in 
love with the old Lancia at first sight. Now he scuttled for the 
courtyard in time to see the Senor drive into the old stone stable 
which was used for a garage. 

Pablo did not rush immediately forward to greet the Senor. He 
remained in the shadows and watched. The boy was not particularly 
shy, but like most Spaniards he was polite almost to a fault. And his 
quick little mind told him now that the Senor might not welcome an 
intrusion! 

There was something different about the Senor Hughes. Pablo 
sensed it immediately. For one thing he did not appear to be drunk! 
That made a change. Up to now the Senor had been muy ebrio! But 
not now. And there was something else —the Senor was walking 
differently. Acting differently! Of a sudden the Senor did not seem like 
the same man at all! 

Pablo understood this immediately. His sharp urchin’s brain went 
straight to the truth. The Senor thought he was alone! He did not 
know he was being observed! Pablo melted deeper back into the 
twilight shadows and watched with fascination. 

N3 took the keys from the Lancia and put them in his pocket. He 
stood in the doorway of the old stable for a moment, glancing around. 
It was very quiet. The first evening beam of the lighthouse on Islas 
Medas crawled across the villa like a giant sweep hand. Birds were 
making bedtime noises in the easuarinas. A single light burned in the 
kitchen of the villa. There was no human sound, no shadow, no 
movement. Good! Pablo and his mother must have gone to the village. 
Good. Fine! He needed to be alone for the work he had in mind! 

Nick went to the rear of the Lancia and bent slightly to listen. The 


boot, or luggage compartment, was immense. The man shouldn’t be 
too uncomfortable in there. There was plenty of air, too. Nick grinned 
coldly. He heard movement in the boot, heard someone kicking at the 
metal, a subdued thumping. Kick away, pal! 

He left the stable and sauntered toward the villa. The man would 
keep for a time, until Nick was ready to go to work on him. Right 
now, by God, he was going to have that bath and shave and drink and 
cigarette! A real smoke, instead of Hughes’ cruddy pipe. He could 
complete his plans in the bath. Then a few questions—the man in the 
boot would talk, no worry about that! The guy was already terrified! 
Yes, a few answers to a few questions and then he could get on with 
the business of the night. He would have to set up the fishing boat bit, 
then get back to the pink villa and snatch the Englishwoman. If all 
went well matters should be pretty well in hand by dawn’s early light! 
And such a fast, smooth, expert job should get him off the hook with 
Hawk on the Gay Lord thing. Hawk would forgive you almost 
anything if you got results. Nick went on toward the house, whistling 
softly to himself. Off the hook with Hawk! He liked the phrase. It had 
a certain euphony and ... 

“Buenas tardes, Senor.” 

Nick stopped short. It was the boy, damn it! Pablo. The little 
beatnik boy. Spanish type. Not a bad kid, he supposed, but he didn’t 
want him around tonight. 

“Good evening, Pablo. You surprised me. I thought you had gone 
to the village.” 

The boy regarded him solemnly. Pablo was frail and olive skinned. 
His brown eyes were huge under an unruly shock of glistening black 
hair. His teeth were small and chalk white. He wore an old T shirt, 
very clean and a pair of ragged jeans and open-toed sandals. 

“T do not go to the village, Senor. My mother goes, I do not I wish 
to remain home and listen to the radio, le telefonia, but it is broken. It 
does not play. Now I do not know what to do, Senor.” 

If the kid hung around he would be a nuisance. There might be a 
little screaming when he got to work on the man in the boot. It could 
even be dangerous. Nick sighed inwardly. Always something. When he 
was on a tough mission even minor irritations got under his skin. 

But he smiled and said, “I can understand that the radio does not 
work, son.” He had seen the set in the kitchen: an ancient Atwater- 
Kent with a horn! You had to see it to believe it. A thought struck 
Nick. Might save him some time! This was a pretty hip kid, he’d guess. 
For money you could probably trust him—to a point. 

“Too bad about the radio,” he continued. “But as long as you’re 
here maybe you can help me. Make a few pesetas, si?” 

Pablo smiled. “Si Senor! Esta bien! What is it you wish of Pablo?” 


He hoped it was something he could do in a hurry. Then he could get 
his money and be off to the movie. Tonight, in town, there was la 
pelicula para cine magnifico! Humphrey Bogart! Such a film was not 
to be missed. 

“Esta bien.” Nick rumpled the boy’s thick hair. “It’s a deal. P’ll tell 
you later what I want you to do—it’s an errand in the village. In 
Estartit. Right now you can go and fix me a bath. Muy pronto! I am 
tired and I am dirty!” 

“Si Senor! I go.” As Pablo scampered away to draw water in the 
kitchen and carry it up to the huge tub on the second floor, he thought 
that the Senor did indeed look tired when you were close to him. 
Cansadisimo! Dog tired! 

Half an hour later, wallowing luxuriously in a huge tub half-full of 
tepid water, Nick decided to trust the boy a little farther. This after a 
period of carefully sounding Pablo out. Nick had been right in his 
instincts about the kid—he was a little sharpie and would do almost 
anything for a buck. And sending him into Estartit would serve a 
double purpose—get rid of him and also expedite the business of 
procuring a boat. Now that he had definitely decided to go tonight 
time was of the essence. 

Nick, lolling in the tub, smoking a cigarette and sucking 
occasionally at a tall drink oifimdator and bottled water, made it all 
seem very mysterious—and simple. He explained to the boy that he 
wished to transact a little “business.” For this business he needed a 
good boat, a small craft but sturdy, and a reliable boatman. Could 
Pablo find such a man in the village and bring him to the villa? 
Tonight? Say around midnight? A man who knew how to keep his 
mouth shut! 

The boy’s face lit up with understanding and glee; He wriggled on 
the seat where he had been admiring the norteamericano’s truly 
splendid muscles. He understood. Si! He understood perfectly. 

“Contrabandista!” The boy breathed the word in rapture. Just like 
the films. He had been right about this Senor Hughes, then! There was 
more to the Senor than people knew! Much more! The SeHor was no 
escritor! No writer. He was a smuggler! Visions of sugar plums, 
festooned with peseta notes, began to dance in Pablo’s small skull. 

Nick grinned and allowed himself to be admired. The smuggler 
role was as good as any. In Spain smuggling was sort of a national 
hobby. Everyone who could got into the act. A successful smuggler 
was held in nearly as high esteem as a bull fighter. 

He gave Pablo a wad of pesetas and sent him on his way. He was 
to return at midnight with one Sebastian, who had a fine boat with a 
most admirable engine, and who most assuredly would be interested 
in making a few dishonest pesetas. Pablo was walking on air when he 


left He had forgotten all about the movie he had wanted to see in 
Figueras. He was in a movie! He was Humphrey Bogart! 

As Pablo ran past the stable he glanced at the big yellow Lancia. 
He remembered how the Senor had bent over the boot just after 
parking the car. Checking, of course, to make sure it was locked. El bo 
tin, the loot, would surely be in the boot! But that was not for Pablo to 
see. Not yet! The boy began to count pesetas, in high numeros, as he 
left the villa and trotted along the dusty white road toward the 
village. 

The bath and shave gave Nick an enormous lift He went into the 
dim, cool, high-ceilinged bedroom and stretched naked on the bed. He 
was still beat, but at the thought of action to come the fatigue began 
to drop away. Presently he sat up on the bed, cross-legged, and 
assumed the primary position of yoga. There was plenty of time. It 
was only a little after eight. Yet he did not sink deeply into meditation 
—that took time and strenuous mental discipline and he had no wish 
at the moment to seek out truth behind truth. The old Brahmin who 
had tutored him had said that self-immolation need not always be 
total. It was possible to use the disciplines lightly, superficially, for 
action on the surface of things. Tonight would be such a night, N3 
thought now. Action. The surface of things. No time for thought once 
the combat got under way. Gunfire, perhaps. Blood. Screaming. Death, 
maybe. But no time for thinking. 

He breathed deeply, pulling his steel-corded belly into a great 
concavity, and let the process of mental osmosis take over. His mind 
returned to the pink villa and what he had seen there. At once he saw 
where he had made a mistake! 

It was a mistake in negation, but still a mistake. He had rather 
carelessly assumed—could be fatal in his profession— that there were 
no male guards around the villa. He had been right, too, as far as he 
had gone. He hadn’t gone far enough, then. He did now. There would 
be guards! There must be. They would come on duty after dark! 
Probably they wouldn’t even be in the villa, but somewhere around it. 
They would watch from dusk till dawn, then go back to where they 
came from. Probably the closest village. Probably Estartit, where he 
had just sent Pablo to find a smuggler! 

Yes, there would be guards. Nick could visualize them in the gloom 
of the spacious old bedroom. He had seen a lot of them. Burly men in 
cheap suits. Hard, broad faces. Muscles like dray horses. Brave 
enough, most of them, and competent enough. But lacking in 
imagination, in flair, in elan. They knew how to take orders, these 
men, and knew how to die. That was about all. His mind dismissed 
them with near contempt. No sweat. It might even be possible to elude 
them altogether, to avoid a confrontation. He must keep the noise, 


and the killing, to a minimum. The Spanish policia were tough 
enough; the Guardia Civil, with their flashy patent leather hats and 
green uniforms and shiny carbines were even tougher. They were 
more soldiers than police, the Guardia Civil, and not likely .to be very 
civil if they caught him! There was also the SSP to worry about— the 
Spanish Security Police! They could be difficult also. Spaniards were, 
basically, a cruel race. They had spawned the Inquisition. And N3 had 
heard the stories about Spanish dungeons. All the knouts and racks 
and knives weren’t in Moscow! 

Nick shrugged himself out of the slight yoga trance into which he 
had fallen. So he would have to do it fast, that was all! In and out like 
a phantom. Grab the Englishwoman and start running and keep 
running! 

That was a thought! Suppose she, Alicia Todd, didn’t want to go 
running with him? The chances were that she wouldn’t. She was too 
much in love with the Russian girl to think clearly, or to understand 
much about danger and treason. There would sure as hell be no time 
to sit down and talk it over! Nick smiled wryly and went to where the 
huge rhino-hide suitcase stood in a corner. He threw it on the bed and 
opened it. He checked the needles and the supply of heroin he had 
brought along. Anything to keep the poor dope addict English lady 
genius happy! At least until he got her back to England. 

N3 went to the scarred old dresser and picked up a curved pipe. A 
tobacco pouch lay near it. He stared at it for a moment, then he 
grinned and flung the pipe across the room. It hit the wall and broke. 
Nick grinned again. So much for Kenneth Ludwell Hughes! The writer 
had just died! He would go in tonight as himself. Faster, simpler, 
easier. Nick’s smile widened. So much for Hawk’s elaborate cover! But 
it had served its purpose, at that. It had gotten him to within striking 
distance of the pink villa, unseen and unsuspected. 

At eight-thirty he went down to the stable. His gentleman should 
be about ripe by now. Nick had purposely let him stew to give the 
terror and the acute physical discomfort time to build up. There 
wouldn’t be much starch left in the man by now. He walked across the 
dark courtyard, lit only by the occasional sweep of the lighthouse 
beam, and stood listening by the luggage compartment of the sleek old 
Lancia. Nothing. Unease stirred in Nick. Christ—if the man was dead? 
But that was unlikely, he thought. True that he had leaped on the 
unsuspecting man from a ledge. Had put both his feet into the man’s 
neck. The guy had gone out like a light and had still been unconscious 
when Nick loaded him into the car, but the neck hadn’t been broken. 
He’d checked that, since he had no desire to lug a corpse around. 
Now, as he unlocked the compartment, he found himself praying that 
the man wasn’t dead. A dead man can’t answer questions! 


The man was not dead. Miserable, scared, in acute pain, but not 
dead. When Nick raised the top of the compartment and flashed a 
light into the recess the man stared back at him with huge frightened 
eyes. He was contorted into the limited space, all twisted arms and 
legs. 

The man began to whimper in a thin, squealing voice. “Jesu — 
Jesu! Agual For the love of God—agua!” He spoke the rough, slurred 
Catalan of the northern provinces. 

Nick hauled him out of the boot like a sack of potatoes. He 
dropped him to the floor of the stable. “No water,” he said. “Later, 
maybe. If you talk well, if you give no trouble! Comprendo?” 

The man writhed on the floor and flexed his cramped limbs. He 
stared up into the light like a terrified animal. “Si—si! I understand. 
But I perish of thirst, Senor! Please—I beg of you! One small drink?” 

Nick kicked him in the ribs. Hard enough to hurt, yet not hard 
enough to break bone. He had no compassion for the man, and 
kicking him did not in the least make him feel like a bully. It was all 
in the way of business. He wanted truth, the whole truth and nothing 
but the truth, out of this character. Terror, a little brutality, that was 
the way to get it. He had seen the type before. They lived by force, by 
muscle, by torture and Death! It was all they understood. He would 
get his answers, all right. And, Nick winced inwardly, he was damned 
afraid he knew what they would be. The man had Judas thug written 
all over him! 

Nick pushed the man ahead of him to the kitchen of the villa. A 
single dull unshaded bulb dangled from the ceiling. He pushed the 
man into a chair at the huge scrubbed table. Nick poured himself a 
glass of water from a large bottle in a corner. He drank it slowly, 
licking his lips. The man stared piteously. He held out a hand that 
trembled badly. “Dios Mio! Senor—just one little drink!” 

Nick poured the remainder of the water on the brick floor. He 
stared down at the man, his eyes hooded, a cobra stare. Judas, he 
thought, must be scraping the bottom of the barrel! Yet the man might 
be tough enough. He was short and thickset, with the beginnings of a 
paunch. His hair was lank and greasy and he had a pencil moustache. 
The muddy eyes were furtive, the dark skin badly scarred by an old 
case of acne. His teeth were brown and stumpy and several were 
missing in front. 

“Take off your pants!” Nick commanded. 

“Senor!” 

Nick was wearing gray slacks and a clean white sport shirt. The 
shirt had short sleeves and the man could see the chamois sheath 
strapped to N3’s right forearm. Nick flicked his wrist and tire stiletto 
slid into his palm. He pointed it at the man like a metal finger. “The 


pants! Make it fast. Toss them to me.” 

Hie man slid off his cheap canvas pants and tossed them to Nick. 
His legs were thin and covered with thick dark hair. Nick grinned 
wolfishly at him. It was a little psychological trick he had learned long 
ago. A man without his pants is always at a great disadvantage. A 
symbol of lost manhood. 

Nick shook the contents of the trousers out on the floor. A wallet, 
small change—centimos and pesetas—a silver-plated crucifix, a very 
dirty handkerchief, a crumpled pack of El Toro cigarettes—and a 
small glass vial of the sort pills come in. 

Nick picked up the vial and inspected it. Inside the glass a tiny 
golden spider moved indolently, flexing its hooked legs. Nick 
wondered what they fed the things, or if they fed them? 

Nick grinned at the man. He held up the glass vial. “Arana!” 

The man shrugged. “A little pet of mine, Sehor.” His voice was dry, 
shaky, but N3 could see that he was beginning to get some of his 
nerve back. No mind. It wouldn’t last long. He hardened his voice and 
his face. In Spanish, as near the Catalan dialect as he could get, he 
said slowly: “You are a liar and a thief and a murderer and an 
excresence on your mother’s face! You are an obscenity of the most 
obscene! You belong to a band of murderers called the Spiders and 
you work for a man named Judas! If you do not admit all of these 
things, admit them immediately, I am going to cut your throat!” He 
stepped close to the man and put the point of the stiletto against his 
throat. 

The man cringed and squirmed in the chair. But he had more guts 
than Nick had reckoned on. Either that, N3 thought, or he’s more 
afraid of Judas than he is of me. Well, that could be fixed too! 

“T am none of those things,” the man whimpered. “I am a poor 
man, a simple goatherd. I do not know what you are talking about.” 

Nick pressed the needle point of the stilletto deeper into the soft 
flesh. “A simple goatherd? A goatherd who possesses expensive field 
glasses and a Beretta pistol and many rounds of ammunition and a 
sharp knife!” He had taken the articles off the unconscious man and 
tossed them from the cliffs into the sea. 

“T found those things,” said the man. “Truly I did, Senor. I—I found 
them in a cave. I am a thief, Senor! I admit it. So you will turn me 
over to la policia, si?” 

“T will turn you over to la policia, no! I will spill your no doubt 
diseased blood all over the clean floor of this kitchen if you do not 
stop lying!” Nick flicked the stiletto. The man screamed and flinched 
away. He put fingers to his throat and stared in terror at the blood on 
them. 

“Talk fast!” snapped Nick. “I am not making a joke with you. The 


next cut will be deeper!” 

Still the creature hesitated. Judas had him well terrorized. Nick 
leaned toward the man again, the bloody stiletto pointed directly 
between the evasive eyes. “Perhaps it is that you are stupid,” Nick 
said. “Perhaps you are so stupid that you do not really understand yet. 
Then listen well, my lying friend—if you talk maybe Judas will kill 
you, si?” 

In his terror the man forgot himself. He nodded and babbled, “Si— 
si! I cannot talk! I have sworn that I will speak nothing of this man! 
This man you call Judas. It is that I will die the most horrible if I—” 
He broke off and stared at Nick. 

Nick stared at the man like a serpent at a bird. He smiled. His 
smile sweet, his tone gentle. “Surely I understand, com-padre! Indeed I 
do. But consider—Judas will kill you if he catches you! If you talk. If 
you do not talk I, personally, am going to kill you in a minute! And I 
do not have to catch you. I have you!” 

Nick glanced at the AXE watch on his wrist. “I will give you one 
minute, amigo. One minute in which to decide—if it is best to die 
now, of a certainty, or better to die later, maybe? Figure it out.” 

Pepe Garcia slumped miserably in the chair. He was caught and he 
knew it. He also knew truth when he heard it and he knew that this 
hard eyed devil, this steel-muscled norteamericano, meant what he 
said. Pepe sighed heavily. He was between two devils! The man they 
called Judas—Pepe had never seen him—was as much of a devil as 
this tall, good looking Sehor. If he talked Judas would have him killed 
—if he caught him! But maybe Judas would not catch him! Pepe had 
many cousins and Spain was a big country. Maybe he could hide from 
Judas. Pepe sighed and capitulated. Better the distant devil than the 
present devil.Dios Mio! how that stiletto had hurt him! 

“T will talk,” he told Nick. “I will tell the truth, Sehor! On the 
Virgin I swear it—but first a drink of water?” 

“Later,” said N3 cruelly. “After. And if you lie you get no water! 
You get only dead!” And he nicked the man’s jugular lightly with the 
stiletto. 

Words poured from the man in a torrent. It was indeed true that he 
was of the Spiders—of the larger group, of the true Spiders, for there 
were two such groups, ah, but the Sehor knew of that? Very well—he, 
Pepe, had been recruited a long time ago into the Spiders. When the 
old one, El Lobo, was running things—the Sehor did not at the 
moment wish to hear of El Lobo either? Caramba! Of what did the so 
gracious Sehor wish to hear? 

Only of Judas? Si! Only of Judas, then! But there was not much 
that he, Pepe, of the lowest grade, could tell about the man Judas! He 
had never seen him. Few did see him! Only the Captains, the leaders, 


were permitted to see Judas in person. To get their orders. The orders 
were passed on and the campesinos, the peasants, did as they were 
told. They had better. He, Pepe, was but a poor campesino himself! 

“When did you first hear about Judas?” Nick was straddling a chair 
a dozen feet from the man. He had put away the stiletto now and was 
dangling the Luger languidly over the back of the chair. 

Pepe frowned and scratched his scurfy head. “I am not positive, 
Sehor. Maybe six months—then he comes with mucho dinero and 
buys his way into the Spiders. Soon he becomes boss! There is a little 
killing at first, I think. I was not there.” 

Nick Carter nodded absently. It was a typical Judas operation. Buy 
into a going business. Take over. Kill those who opposed you, or for 
whom you had no further use. 

After another five minutes he had most of what he needed. The 
man really didn’t know much of the general picture. Yet his sure 
instinct told Nick that there was something—something important to 
be gotten out of this greasy bandido. Something that was important 
now—right now! Pepe was not a good liar. It was easy to spot his 
evasions. Also Pepe was thinking. Nick kept a bland face and easily 
followed the crude machinations behind Pepe’s low forehead. Pepe 
was holding back some vital factor! Pepe was thinking that //he held 
back this one important fact, and if he could escape and get back to 
the Spiders, then the fact that he had withheld might save his life. 
Craftily N3 began to build his little snare. First he let the man drink 
all the water he wanted. 

“iDios Mio!” said the man at last, wiping his chin on the back of a 
filthy hand. “That was good.” 

“Have all you want,” Nick said genially. “Tell me, Pepe, where 
does Judas have his headquarters?” As though by accident he let the 
evil eye of the Luger stare straight at the man. 

Pepe gulped and eyed the Luger. “I can not really say to that, 
Senor. I hear rumors only. A campesino like myself would never be 
allowed near such headquarters.” 

Probably true, thought Nick. Judas is an obscenity on the face of 
the earth but he is no fool. He waved the Luger at Pepe. “The rumors, 
then?” 

“T have heard that there is a place in the north, Senor! Only 
rumors, mind you. Idle talk of others who probably know no more 
than I. But it is whispered that this Judas stays in an old monasterio 
up in the mountains near the French border. I have heard it said, 
again only rumors, that this place is somewhere in the Col de Aras. A 
pass into France, you understand?” 

N3 nodded. That figured. Judas would always have, a secure base 
and a back way out of the burrow. 


“This monastery? It is closest to what town? What village?” It 
would be very convenient if, once his job were done, he could come 
back and find Judas. Put an end to the account for all time. 

“T’m not sure,” said Pepe. “I think I have heard that it is very near 
the border, though—perhaps close to the small village of Prats de 
Motto. Si.—I think that is it. I am sure 1 have heard that!” He was 
almost beaming at Nick now. “The monasterio itself, Sehor, I have 
also heard is of the type where the monks used to sleep in-their 
coffins!” Pepe’s tentative smile vanished and he crossed himself 
hurriedly. “Que tupe!” I do not believe in asking for it before my time! 
Those monks —muy loco!” 

Nick deftly inserted the question. “When is Judas planning to raid 
the pink villa?” 

The man’s mouth sagged open. Not a bad actor, Nick admitted. It 
didn’t, of course, take any particular brains to be an actor. 

Pepe stared at him with his dull, coffee colored eyes. “Raid, Senor? 
I know nothing of any raid. I have heard nothing—” 

The cynical dark eye of the Luger stared at Pepe’s belly. He shrank 
in the chair. “Please, Senor” he quavered. “I tell you the truth. I know 
nothing of the time when—” He stopped and gazed at Nick with 
growing horror. 

“Ah,” said Nick Carter softly. “The time, Pepe! The time-when is 
Judas planning to raid the villa and carry away the women there? The 
women you have been spying on? Quickly, Pepe! My gun is muy 
impaciente!” 

Still Pepe struggled. If only he could hold back this one fact, this 
matter of the greatest importance, he would have something to 
bargain with when he tried to rejoin the Spiders! It would save his life 
—if only he did not weaken and tell this devil from hell the truth 
about the time! 

Pepe looked Nick Carter in the eye. It took a great effort— it was 
like gazing into Hell—but he did it. “I think in three or four days.”. 
Pepe said smoothly. “I am not sure, you understand, but that is what I 
have heard. And you are right Senor! It seems that you are always 
right! This man Judas is going to raid the pink house and take away 
the women there. One woman especially he wants, or so I am told. 
Perhaps for the ransom, si?” 

Nick put the Luger in his belt, back near his spine where Pepe’s 
flailing hands couldn’t get at it. In two long strides he was across the 
brick floor and lifting the wailing man high. He shook him as a terrier 
shakes a rat. “You lie,” he said coldly. “But I know how to fix that, 
Pepe. Come along. I want to show you the view.” 

A thin paring of moon gave off a surprising amount of light. The 
blue dome around it was clotted with stars. In the brilliant cold light it 


was easy to see the cruel rocks five hundred feet below the little 
platform. Nick wrapped a big hand around Pepe’s neck and pushed 
him to the verge. The meager iron fence trembled as the frightened 
man’s leg touched it. Pepe screamed softly and fell to his knees. 

“iDios Miol—you would not! I implore you, Sehor!I beg of you!” 

“You seem to know a lot of prayers,” said N3 coldly. “That is good, 
because you are going to need them. Now stand up!” 

He pulled the trembling man to his feet. Pepe had donned his 
pants again and now Nick ripped the belt from the loops. He passed it 
around the man’s chest, beneath his arms, and ran it through the 
buckle. 

“Now,” said Nick softly. “Now we’ll see.” He grunted softly as he 
wrapped the end of the belt around his great hand and swung Pepe up 
and over the little iron fence. The man screamed. Nick grinned at him 
in the gelid starlight. Pepe was heavy, but nothing that his muscles 
couldn’t take for a long time. One arm extended, he held the 
screaming man out over the void. 

“Better save your breath,” he told the man. “For talking. I’m going 
to count to ten—if by that time I haven’t got the truth I’m going to 
drop you!” 

Pepe kicked and clawed and spun like a puppet on a string. “I'll 
talk,” he screamed. “Pll talk—T’ll tell you the truth! Oh— Dios—Dios 
—Dios—” 

“When is Judas going to raid the pink villa?” A sudden 
overwhelming hunch struck Nick. “It’s tonight, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” the man screamed. “Yes—yes! Tonight. Soon now— when 
the moon goes down! Many of the Spiders are to come and take the 
women! 1 swear it—” Pepe began to sob. “I swear it—I swear it! iDios 
Mio!Senor. I have told you everything. Let me down now.” 

For just a moment something akin to pity moved in Nick Carter. 
He banished it instantly. “That I’ll do,” he said evenly. He let go the 
belt and watched the doll figure, threshing wildly and screaming all 
the way, go down to the rocks. 

Nick turned away. It was never wise to leave loose ends lying 
about. He forgot about Pepe. The plans of mice and men, he thought 
as he raced back into the villa. Judas had acted fast. Faster than Nick 
had foreseen. But there was still time. And Pepe’s death, and Gay’s, 
those were only the beginning. There would be others before this 
thing was over. Many others. 


Chapter 5 


BLOOD ON THE STARS 


Nick Carter sent the big yellow Lancia roadster boring through the 
soft September night, the twelve massive cylinders howling like mad 
dogs along the narrow roads, over the ancient Roman bridge at the 
Rio Ter and through the sleeping villages. The white painted houses of 
mud brick were dark and quiet. The Spanish villager and peasant 
retires early. 

Starlight glinted coldly on the narrow ribbon of dusty road. He 
glanced once at his watch. Nearly eleven. Another hour before the 
moon went down. He would need the time, every minute of it. Nick 
cursed softly to himself as he hunched over the big wheel. Judas had 
very nearly stolen a march on him. No excuses accepted. He had very 
nearly goofed it. If he had not chanced to see the flash of Pepe’s 
binoculars, and taken the man and made him talk—well, he would 
have returned to the pink villa tomorrow to find the birds flown. As it 
was he had a chance, faint but still a chance, to beat Judas to the 
punch. 

N3 had no illusions as to what lay ahead that night. He was one 
man going up against many. Judas was a skilled and ruthless 
organizer. He wouldn’t make many mistakes. He would send plenty of 
men and they would be well armed. Tommy guns, grenades—the 
works. Nick’s face, his own taut featured face now instead of the 
flaccid features of the writer—that lean face was set in wary, 
determined lines. It was going to be rough! 

Immediately he had to make a hard decision. The promontory of 
Cala Mongo jutted like a thick finger out into the gulf. The pink villa 
stood on the very tip of the fingernail. From the base of the cala, 
which he was now approaching at 80 miles an hour, to the tip was 
perhaps a mile. A mile of thickly wooded country, of ravines and steep 
gullies and dense plantations of pine and olive and almond trees. Near 
the villa itself, reaching almost to the walls, was a nearly impenetrable 
growth of cork. He had noted all these things that afternoon and they 
were as vivid as a contour map in his mind now. 

Nick slowed the Lancia. He was approaching the imaginary line he 
had drawn across the base of the cala. He could get closer to the villa 
along a single rutted lane, much closer, but he decided against it. He 
would just have to hike the rugged mile! Leave the Lancia concealed 
outside the cala for a second line of retreat. He had no guarantee that 


there would be a first line—he had left a note and a stack of peseta 
notes for the boy Pablo and his friend with the boat. Sebastian? Nick 
shrugged now as he slowed almost to a stop. Maybe that would come 
off, maybe not. Not to worry about it now! 

He left the Lancia concealed in a copse of thick-growing pines and 
plunged into the tangled wilderness. For the foray he had dipped into 
Gladstone, his huge suitcase, and was now wearing black slacks and 
sneakers, a black pullover jersey. Over his face was a dark woman’s 
stocking with eye slits cut in it. The stocking emitted a pleasant 
fragrance that caused Nick to smile briefly now. He had stolen that 
stocking under very amusing and enjoyable circumstances. 

The stiletto lay waiting along his right forearm, snug and thirsty in 
its chamois sheath. The Luger, as ever, was oiled and ready for the 
kill. He had four spare clips. Between his legs, like a third testicle in 
its little metal container, he carried his friend Pierre—the deadly little 
gas bomb. He was, Nick thought with a hard grin, loaded for bear! But 
he was not after bear tonight—at least not Russian bear! That could 
wait He— 

And yet there was bear about! The mark of the bear! Nick saw it as 
he emerged cautiously from a long gully into an open swale. It glinted 
dully in the failing moonlight. A car. A black sedan which he 
recognized at once as a Zis. Made in Russia. A man sat at the wheel. 

N3 froze in his tracks, blending into the shadows at the edge of the 
clearing. A ghostly little breeze off the Mediterranean set the leaves 
overhead to shivering. N3 waited. A rabbit hopped past without 
seeing him. 

After five minutes he knew the man at the wheel of the Zis was 
dead. He ran swiftly to the car, put his pencil flash for an instant on 
the man’s face. He saw why the man had not fallen over—he was 
pinned to the seat of the car with an ugly little harpoon! Nick could 
see the shiny butt of the shaft protruding from the man’s chest. He 
was wearing chauffeur’s livery, but there was no mistaking the broad 
Slavic features. 

Nick did not tarry in the open. He ran for the cover of trees and 
thick bushes across the swale, glancing at the west as he did so. Not 
long now until the moon went down! He made his way rapidly 
through the clotted underbrush, a bit chilled by what he had just seen. 
Judas’ men were using high pressure air guns! Nick nodded in 
professional agreement as he plunged into a deep ravine. The pressure 
guns were deadly—and quiet! Soundless except for a faint spunggg 
when they were fired. Ten feet away you couldn’t hear them—and 
they hurled a nasty little harpoon. Very nasty! 

The presence of the Zis puzzled him. Spain was a rough country for 
the Commies to operate in. Perhaps the toughest of all. It went very 


hard with Commies when they were taken. Yet here was a Russian car 
parked near the villa? The regular villa guards wouldn’t have dared to 
use it—that meant that the Russian girl, Tasia, had called in 
reinforcements. She knew she was being spied on and she was running 
scared. Nick grinned coldly beneath the stocking mask. Judas might 
find a little more than he had bargained for! That was fine with N3. 
Let them fight it out while he ducked in and got the Englishwoman! 

The second Russian corpse kicked him in the face. Quite literally. 
He was making his way through a tangle of cork trees and he ran 
squarely into the swinging feet. Nick recoiled and glanced upward. 
The man had been hanged from a low branch. The breeze moved him 
slightly and Nick could see, in the brightness of stars, the swollen face 
and protruding tongue. The Spiders of Judas, he thought as he skirted 
the tree and went on, were very capable. Very deadly. The Russkys 
were getting the worst of it so far! 

He was within a quarter of a mile of the villa now. As he climbed a 
slope, running crouched in a shallow ravine that zigzagged up the 
incline, the wind brought him the musical tinkle of bells. Bells? In this 
wilderness? Then he understood. Goats! They would be turned into 
the swales and plantations to graze while the goatherd went back to 
his village to sleep. Nick’s smile was sardonic. Maybe Pepe had been a 
goatherd at that —in his spare time! 

Nick peered over the rim of the little hill. A score or so of shaggy 
goats were milling around something that lay in the midst of the 
clearing. The goats were nervous, jittery, and their bells tinkled loud 
and incessant in the night. There was enough star sheen for Nick to 
see that what interested them, and frightened them, was another 
corpse. 

Nick hovered motionless on the rim of the little hill for five 
minutes. Nothing. He ran lightly to the body, scattering the goats with 
a frantic chiming of bells. Nick knelt briefly and put his light on the 
dead man. One for the Russians! The man was swart, thin, wearing a 
beret and a filthy shirt and linen pants. His throat had been cut. 
Insects crawled in the gouts of black blood beneath the dead man’s 
head. Nick stood erect. Death, he thought, is so noiseless tonight! 

Swwwisssssssssssss— 

The harpoon missed him by inches! One of the goats bleated in 
agony and leaped high into the air. Nick ran like a thief, bent over 
double and zigzagging for the nearest clump of trees. As he gained 
their cover another harpoon spanged into a cork tree and quivered 
there, humming a death litany in the night. 

Nick kept going. He must get to the villa without delay. No time to 
settle things with the harpooner. Bastard! Nick wiped sweat from his 
eyes and paused in deep shadow to readjust the stocking mask. That 


had been too damned close! Careless of him, too. Whoever was 
running this operation knew exactly what he was doing, was a 
thorough’ professional. Had left guards along his back trail. Nick 
winced inwardly at the closeness of the thing. He had nearly been 
skewered like a beef! He wondered if Judas’ men were using radio, 
walkie-talkies? Quite likely, the way this setup was organized. That 
meant a command post somewhere—it might be that he would have 
to find it and knock it out before he could get on with his own 
mission. 

He was in the cork plantation now, very near the high pink wall. 
He paused to take breath and survey the situation. The high wall cut 
off his view, but he was sure the villa was dark. Nothing stirred 
around him. There was only the faint dry rustle of the trees in the 
wind. The moon was well down now and there was only starlight, 
brilliant enough for his purpose. 

He was in the middle of a deadly little guerilla war being fought in 
the dark. Nick glanced at the western sky. With the moon down he 
could now see Mars twinkling bloodily on the horizon. Symbolic? 

Three corpses already and he nearly a fourth! He shivered and 
realized that the sweat was growing cold on his body. Better get on 
with it. 

He went up a slanting, gnarled cork tree like a great cat. One of 
the huge branches grew to within a few feet of the wall. Nick ran 
along the jutting branch, his footing sure on the rough bark, and 
leaped. He lit on the wall, overbalanced for a moment, then slid 
quietly down into the deep shadow of the courtyard. The pool 
glittered black and tarn-like in the starlight. The villa, as he had 
suspected, was totally dark. The eerie silence continued unbroken. 
Both Judas and the Russians were determined, it appeared, that there 
would be nothing to attract policia or the Guardia Civil. 

There were palms and casuarinas growing in the courtyard, near 
the pool, and they cast a heavy umbrella of shadow. Nick crawled to 
the tile skirting of the pool. His hand touched the rubber mattress on 
which the two women had sunned themselves that day and he thought 
briefly of the beauty of the Russian girl. His smile was mirthless and 
for a moment his lean face was a death head—she wouldn’t be so 
lovely if Judas had his way with her! 

The breeze swirled in a sudden down-draft into the courtyard and 
riffled the pool. Something moved in it. Nick crawled over the rubber 
mattress to the edge of the pool. Three men were floating in the pool, 
all face down. They bobbed gently up and down to the faint motion of 
the water. Nick put a finger into the water and tasted it. Blood! He 
made a face. It was too dark to see if the men were Russians or Judas’ 
men, but they were certainly dead! Three more corpses. The casualty 


list was growing! 

He crawled around the death pool to the narrow postern gate 
leading through the wall and into the house proper. Locked! 

Nick backed away. A thick growth of creeper vines, the broad thick 
leaves of Christmassy green in starlight, climbed the wall. Nick 
climbed it, too, and found himself within jumping distance of an iron 
railed balcony. He leaped and swayed in midair, agile as a monkey, 
and pulled himself onto the balcony. A French window stood ajar. 
And, with a queer sense of relief, he heard voices. Whispering harshly 
among themselves. The silence had become oppressive. He admitted it 
now. It was a relief to hear the voices—even enemy voices! 

The room beyond the French window was dark. Nick stared into it, 
trying to adjust his eyes to this new darkness. Across the room, about 
where the door should be, he saw a faint and intermittent flicker of 
light along the floor. It puzzled him for a moment, then he 
understood. The door was closed, but the light was coming from 
beyond it, in the hallway outside. Someone was striking matches? 
Smoking? 

The harsh whispering came again. Clearer now. In low voiced 
Spanish a man said, “Mil rayos] Hell—I have burnt myself!” 

“Basta/” This voice was that of one in command. “Your mouth 
runs over, Garcia! Attend to your job—the radio! Where is that 
sonofabitch with the tear gas?” 

A third voice. “A fool! He should have brought the gas in the first 
place—it was his job!” 

Nick was into the room, stealthy as a shadow, moving noiselessly 
across the room to the door. He went carefully, feeling his way, but 
touched nothing. He got the impression that the room was barren, 
unfurnished. 

He knelt by the closed door, his ear to the floor. The whispers 
came strong and clear now. 

The man who was apparently in command said: “That Ferdo! What 
in hell is he doing—stopping on the way to make love to a goat?” 

Someone laughed. “That is possible—but it is more probable that 
he has lost his way! On purpose—Ferdo is mucho cobarde!” 

“Si! He is a coward. But I do not think he will desert us— he is too 
afraid even for that! Later, when this is over, I think 1 will cut his 
throat!” 

“Never mind,” said the leader. “I will myself personally attend to 
that!” 

Another man spoke for the first time. He sounded frightened and 
gloomy. “We must go!” 

The leader cursed softly. “I know that, Juan! It is time to go. We 
are behind schedule, si! But we cannot go without the English! Si? 


And we do not yet have the English, si? We sit and wait for the tear 
gas so we can smoke the Russian puta out of her hole and take the 
English, is it not so? Now, if we had a brave volunteer to stick his 
head up through that hole and fight it out with the Russian whore— 
then we could get on with it, no? So who volunteers?” 

There was a long silence in the corridor outside the door. Nick 
grinned to himself. No one, it seemed, wished to go up against the 
Russian girl. The whore! Puta! He was beginning to get the picture 
now. He reached for the zipper on his trousers. 

A man said: “She has a tommy gun, the puta!” 

“So have we, amigo! We have four tommy guns.” 

“But she is on the roof, and she covers the entire roof. It is flat and 
there is no cover. There is no way to the roof except through that 
trapdoor. She has pulled up the ladder and we have none. Is all this 
not true?” 

“Tt is all too true,” said the leader sarcastically. “So we wait for 
that sonofabitch to return with the tear gas! Then we will fix the puta 
and take the English. Gonzalez, give me a match!” 

Nick had eased the door open an inch. He was looking into a long, 
narrow corridor. He could barely make out four shadowy figures 
crouched on the floor near an oblong hole in the ceiling. Faint 
starlight spilled down through the hole. 

A match rasped and a tiny fan of yellow flame illuminated the face 
of the leader. Nick saw a sallow thin face, drooping moustachios, a 
hooked nose and cruel mouth. All the men were wearing dark clothing 
and berets. 

The match flickered out. Someone said: “Perhaps Ferdo will not 
come. Maybe he has been killed, si?” 

The leader sneered. “By whom? The goats? All the Russian guards 
are dead, is it not?” 

“Maybe?” 

“No maybe about it, fool! We have watched carefully, have we 
not? We counted the Russky guards, did we not? And we have 
counted the Russky corpses, have we not? Do they not come out 
even?” 

“Si. They do. But something is wrong—and do not forget Pepe! He 
did not report back—he has not been seen. Something very strange is 
going on. 1 am growing afraid.” 

The leader laughed harshly. “So am I, companero\ Afraid of going 
back to Judas without the English!” 

Nick deftly extracted the little gas pellet, Pierre, from the metal 
casing between his legs. He zipped his trousers again and fingered the 
little ball. Lethal as hell! He peered out into the corridor again. It was 
narrow and high, but he thought the space enclosed enough. The four 


men were huddled near the trapdoor, silent for the moment. He could 
see the alternate glowing of their cigarettes. For another moment he 
hesitated. He had only one gas pellet with him this trip—there had 
been some snafu in Supply and he had been in a hurry. 

N3 twisted the tiny dial on the gas pellet. Hell—he had to use it! 
There were four of them with tommy guns! And time was slipping 
away. He had a strong hunch that Ferdo would be coming back with 
the tear gas and also with reinforcements! 

He eased the door open another three inches and tossed the little 
bomb gently down the corridor. There was straw matting on the 
corridor floor and the men did not even hear the thing hit. Nick closed 
the door softly and began to count. 


Chapter 6 


THINK FAST, MR. CARTER! 


He counted slowly to ten. As he counted he cleared his lungs, 
breathing deeply in preparation. The gas dissipated quickly after it 
had done its deadly job, but he was taking no chances. He could, at a 
pinch, hold his breath for nearly four minutes! That should give him 
time to gain the roof and—and perhaps get his skull blown off by the 
puta with the tommy gun? Nick grinned in wry amusement. Puta? 
Hardly! They didn’t make putas like the Russian girl! 

As he counted he also made a far reaching decision. It was most 
unorthodox, highly irregular, and Hawk wasn’t going to like it! But 
Hawk wasn’t here! Nick was. A very rough plan was beginning to etch 
itself on his conscious mind and he decided to follow it—playing it by 
ear at first, by guess and God, and maybe it would work out. He 
hoped so. He sure as hell didn’t want to kill the Russian girl unless it 
were absolutely necessary. Maybe it wouldn’t be! So let Hawk froth at 
the mouth. From now on he would play it his way! 

He opened the door, holding his breath. The four Judas men were 
sprawled in the corridor. Nick wasted no time on them. Dead! He ran 
lightly down the corridor to just beneath the trapdoor. To one side 
was a stack of furniture, tables and chairs piled each on the other to 
make a pyramid reaching to the trapdoor. That was why the room had 
been barren. Judas’ men had intended to use the furniture as a ladder 
to gain the roof—when the tear gas arrived! 

N3 had used only about a minute of his air. He flicked on his 
pencil flash. The four dead men stared at the little sliver of light with 
glassy eyes. Nick made a quick check. Armed to the teeth, all of them. 
Tommy guns, pistols, knives. Nick picked up one of the tommy guns 
and collected half a dozen spare clips. 

Near the man with the moustachios lay a walkie-talkie. Nick 
picked it up and flicked the switch. Immediately a tinny voice beat at 
his ear. “iHola? iHola? Alberto? What in the name of nine’ devils is 
wrong there? Hola! Adelante—adelante! Come in!” 

Nick Carter smiled grimly. Alberto was not going to come in. But 
he and the women had better be getting out! He had been right! There 
was a command post nearby and soon reinforcements would be 
coming along. Move! Pray and trust to his luck! He swung the tommy 
gun over his shoulder and went up the rickety, swaying ladder of 
furniture. It was, he thought, going to be a near thing. Tasia Loften 


was probably a bundle of female nerves by now, and her trigger finger 
would be very itchy indeed. 

N3 crouched on a precariously swaying chair just beneath the level 
of the trapdoor. By contrast with the corridor below the roof was 
bathed in starlight. She couldn’t miss him! She was behind the solid 
brick of the little penthouse in the exact center of the roof. Clever girl, 
too. Brave enough, he admitted, She had taken the Englishwoman and 
retired to the penthouse, pulling up the ladder behind her. The flat 
roof offered a fine and unobstructed field of fire. Tear gas would have 
brought her out in time, of course, but Judas’ men had somehow 
goofed on that. So Tasia was still very much alive behind the narrow 
barred windows of the penthouse. 

Nick put his handkerchief on the stubby snout of the tommy gun 
and thrust it up through the trapdoor. He hated to break silence but it 
had to be done. Probably it was no matter. They would come soon 
enough anyway. 

He waved the handkerchief back and forth above the trapdoor. 
“Tasia Loften!” His call was clear and distinct. “Tasia Loften! Can you 
hear me? Answer immediately, please. There is very little time! I have 
come to help you.” 

A long moment of complete silence. The stars glittered cold as ice 
cubes. Then her voice came across the roof, low and musical. “I can 
hear you. Who are you and what do you want?” Her English was 
nearly perfect, with only a trace of accent. She must have worked and 
studied for years to acquire it 

Nick took a deep breath. Here he went. He could imagine Hawk 
writhing at the utter destruction of cover. 

“My name is Nick Carter,” he called. “You may have heard of me. I 
am an American agent. I want to help you, but we must be quick. 
There are many of them around and all your guards are dead! There is 
no time for talk now—can I come out on the roof?” 

“Are you armed?” 

“Of course. Hurry! I mean you no harm—I admit that I am after 
the Englishwoman, Alicia Todd, but unless we hurry we will be dead! 
You must make up your mind quickly!” 

“Throw your weapon onto the roof, American!” 

Nick tossed the tommy gun through the trapdoor. It fell with a 
clatter on the flat tiled roof. He winced. You could hear that half a 
mile. 

“T have other weapons,” he called. “A hand gun and a knife, but I 
will keep my hands in the air. We are not enemies at the moment, 
girl! But for the love of God hurry!” 

“You may come up, then. Keep your hands very high in the air. I 
have a machine gun and I know how to use it!” 


“Tll bet!” Nick grabbed the edge of the trapdoor and vaulted onto 
the roof. The square little penthouse was dark. He saw a glint of light 
on metal at one of the windows. He put his hands as high as they 
would go and walked toward the window. His stomach began to buzz. 
She had him dead in her sights. If she decided to pull the trigger it 
was all over! Even if she didn’t he was going to need every ounce of 
persuasion he could muster. That was why he had decided to shed his 
cover and stick as close to the truth as possible. Lying is hard work 
and you can always be tripped up. Truth, or at least quasi-truth, is a 
lot easier. 

“Stop there! Keep your hands up!” He was six feet from the 
window. He could make out the blur of her face and the breeze 
brought him a faint waft of her scent. He stood wide-legged, his big 
hands clawing for the stars. “We have perhaps five or ten minutes,” he 
told her. “No more. You must listen and do not interrupt! Then make 
up your mind. We are surrounded by Judas’ men and they are killers. 
They are also angry killers! I—” 

“Judas? Who is this Judas?” 

“Not now!” He was fierce. “Will you listen!” 

N3 talked for nearly five minutes. Sweat crawled on him like lice. 
He was talking for his life and for the lives of the two women—at least 
for now—and for the success of Mission Sappho. If he made a single 
mistake he was finished and he knew it. Hawk had once told a friend 
that Nick Carter, when he chose, could charm candy away from a 
baby and the birds out of the trees. Now, with his heart thudding and 
the’sweat running, he mined deep into the silver of his voice and 
personality. Carter, who could pick a man up with either hand and 
strangle him slowly, found the going as rough as he had ever known. 
But in the end he brought it off. He sold his bill of goods! 

Tasia, once her mind was made up, acted with speed and decision. 
“You may put your hands down,” she told him. “We are still enemies 
—but for now there is a truce. I do not trust you and I will not expect 
you to trust me. But for right now— what must we do?” 

Nick wiped sweat from his brow. “Get the hell out of here. I can’t 
imagine what’s keeping them as it is—how about the Englishwoman? 
She okay?” 

“Da. She is okay. I have given her a double dose of her narcotic,” 
Tasia went on. “It keeps her very quiet. You will know about that, of 
course?” 

“Yes. Get her out here. What did you do with the ladder?” 

“Over in the corner.” She left the barred window and he heard her 
say something to Alicia Todd. 

Nick found the ladder and carried it to the trapdoor. He heard the 
rattle of chains and a creaking as the door of the penthouse swung 


open. He lowered the ladder to the corridor below and swung to meet 
them. The girl was still carrying the submachine gun and had it 
pointed at his belly. Nick grinned. Might as well get it settled right 
now! 

He stepped close to the tommy gun. He put his hands in the air, 
then pushed his flat belly against the gun. “Look,” he told her mildly, 
“if we’re going to get out of this we’ve got to trust each other. At least 
for now. So either pull that trigger or take the gun off me!” He nodded 
toward the other machine gun lying on the roof where he had thrown 
it. “I’ll need that, too!” 

They stared at each other in the first real confrontation. Her eyes 
were long and oval and green in the faint light. Her burnished red hair 
hung shoulder length. Her mouth, sensuous and full, was hard now. 
Then it relaxed into a trace of a smile. For another second her stare 
held his, then she turned away. “You are right,” she agreed. “It must 
be as you say. Let us go.” 

Nick scooped up the tommy gun and swung down into the 
trapdoor. “Bring her,” he said over his shoulder. “And for God’s sake 
make it snappy!” 

Tasia spoke to Alicia Todd as though the woman were a child. 
“We’re going for a nice walk in the moonlight, dear. Come along now. 
It’ll be fun.” 

Alicia Todd was wearing shorts and a man’s sport shirt. Her short 
dark hair was neatly brushed and the streak of silver glistened in the 
starlight. Her thin legs gave her a bird-like appearance. She moved 
slowly, as though in a trance—a swimmer deep in purple depths, 
dreaming, enamoured of the ageless mystique of the sea. She took the 
girl’s hand in her own tiny one. “If you like, my darling. But there is 
no moon.” 

“Never mind,” said Tasia. “We’ll make our own moon. Come 
along.” She helped the woman down the stairs after Nick, slinging the 
tommy gun over her shoulder as she did so. 

The four men of Judas slept where he had left them. Nick did not 
look behind him. “Which way to the front door?” he asked. “I think 
that’s our best chance. There may be a boat waiting for us at the foot 
of the cliff—tI hope so. But it’s a fifty-fifty chance. We have to take it.” 

“Straight on down the corridor. There is a stair that leads to the 
front foyer. From there it is perhaps fifty yards to the patio and the 
stairs leading downward. You say you have a boat waiting?” 

“T said I hope I have!” His tone was grim. “Fifty yards, eh? That 
might be a long fifty yards!” 

Tasia slipped the tommy gun off her shoulder. “We have guns also! 
We can fight back.” She was close behind Nick and he could smell the 
sweetness of that superb body. Tasia was leading Alicia Todd by the 


“ 


hand. That brilliant mind was at rest, quiescent and happy under the 
influence of the heroin. 

They reached the ground floor and Nick fumbled ahead of him 
until he encountered the huge iron door. It was pitch dark in the 
foyer. His fingers fumbled with the huge old fashioned latch. He 
reached back to warn the girl and his hand touched one of her soft 
breasts. She flinched and he heard a faint gasp. “Sorry,” said Nick, 
amused by the damn-fool things you said at the damndest times! “I 
wasn’t getting fresh. But I’m going to open up now. Keep her quiet!” 

“She'll be all right until the narcotic wears off.” 

“Good. Well, here goes.” He began to open the big iron door. It 
creaked. The sound was appalling in the dead silence, but there was 
nothing he could do about it. The ancient hinges were rusty. Nick 
cursed. He kicked the door wide and stepped back into the foyer, 
pushing the two women down into a corner. He began to whisper a 
warning when the light went on! 

In one tenth of a second the scene was transformed. The villa was 
roused from dark sleeping mystery to hellish chaos. A thin pencil 
beam of light slashed at the foyer and half a dozen tommy guns 
opened fire, hosing lead in savage streams. Bullets sloshed into the 
iron door and ricocheted with a feral screeching around the foyer. The 
din was incredible. One of the slugs plucked lightly at Nick’s leg as it 
passed. 

There was ice along his spine as he flung himself on top of the 
Russian girl. He was scared and damned helpless for the moment. It 
was like huddling in a fox hole and waiting for the mortars to get you. 
Christ, he thought, this really ties it up! It was like a boiler factory in 
Hell! Every policia detail and Guardia Civil within miles would be 
alerted. The Judas leader must have blown his top! 

The Englishwoman screamed, high and shrill, hysteria pitching her 
voice to a childish treble. She had been huddling back in a corner. 
Now she slipped past Nick and Tasia and began to run. Through the 
open door and into the storm of lead. Nick cursed and dove for her. 
He caught one slim leg, but she slipped away from him. The girl had 
rolled to her feet and was going after the woman, following her out 
into the beam of light. Nick grabbed her and wrestled her back into 
the foyer. “No, you damned fool! No! Get down!” 

Tasia fought him, squirming and kicking. “I must! I—they mustn’t 
get her! Let me go!” 

Nick held her in an iron grip. “No! It’s death for us out there. 
Maybe not her—watch!” 

The gunfire had stopped. The Englishwoman ran on into the shaft 
of light, screaming as she ran, waving her arms wildly. She was 
befuddled and hysterical beyond thought or caring. The light followed 


her as she ran toward the patio, spotting her like an actress on a stage. 

The light blinked out. A man shouted. The voice of command: “It is 
the English! Get her! Fronto-pronto!” 

Tasia broke away from Nick. She said something very nasty in 
Russian and slung her tommy gun into firing position. Before she 
could squeeze the trigger he grabbed her again and wrestled her 
down. She managed to get off one burst which brought down part of 
the ceiling. 

“Don’t be such a goddamned fool!” he panted. “You might hit her! 
As long as she’s alive we’ve got a chance to get her back!” 

Tasia tried to kick him in the groin. She bit his wrist. “My orders!” 
she gasped. “Orders—not let her get away alive!” 

Of course. They were his orders too. “Not yet,” Nick told her. “Not 
yet, damn it!” He clouted her a short, stiff right hand on the point of 
her lovely chin. She went lax in his arms, lolling against him like a big 
beautiful doll that had lost its stuffing. 

Outside the foyer there was silence again. Silence and darkness but 
for the gleaming stars. Nick peered around the door, could see blurred 
movement in the gloom. Alicia Todd, somewhere out there, screamed 
once more. The sound was cut short brutally as someone gagged her. 

Nick waited. The girl snored softly beside him. 

“Hombre? You in there?” It was the voice that had shouted 
commands before. 

Nick shouted back. “What do you want?” 

The voice took on a tone of sweet reason. “Only our dead, Senor! 
We have the English now and we have no further quarrel with you. I 
do not even know who you are and I do not care! But we must take 
our dead away—it is the order of our leader. They are not to be left 
for the policiar 

“Speaking of the policia” said Nick grimly. “They’ll be here soon!” 

“This I know, Senor. We do not wish to meet them. You, perhaps, 
are a friend of the policial” 

Nick admitted that he wasn’t. 

“T thought not, Senor! Here is my suggestion—retire once more to 
the penthouse and wait for perhaps ten minutes. We will be quick, I 
assure you. When we are gone I will fire three shots. Then you can 
leave. In such a manner we can both defeat the policia, si?” 

N3 thought fast. It seemed like the only angle. There should be 
time enough—this was desolate country and telephones were far 
apart. Barring the bad luck of a Guardia Civil patrol in the immediate 
neighborhood it should work. His mind raced ahead to the next 
move.” 

“Okay,” he called. “I'll do it. You'll find four of your men in the 
hall upstairs.” 


“Que lastima!” A man cursed somewhere in the dark. 

“Silencio.’” The leader was tart. “Then it is agreed,” he went on. “I 
suggest we hurry, Senor I” 

“Right—but one thing! I’m going to leave a message for . Judas on 
one of the dead men. See that he gets it, eh?” 

Long silence. Then, in an odd voice, the man said, “Judas, Senor? I 
do not understand. No comprendo!” 

Nick Carter laughed harshly. “You comprendo okay! Don’t give me 
that crap! Just see that he gets the message.” 

More silence. Then: “All right, Sehor. I will do as you wish. Let us 
now hurry?” 

“Right. Give me five minutes to get to the penthouse?” 

“Si,” 

Nick, with a tommy gun over one shoulder and the still 
unconscious girl on the other, raced upstairs to the corridor where the 
four dead men lay. He dropped her like a sack of grain—there was no 
time for gentleness, even had he felt so inclined—and screwed off the 
heel of his right shoe. It was hollow. From it he took a small gummed 
seal the size of a postage stamp. His own personal seal, it bore a 
replica of a cruel little axe and beneath that his name and rank NICK 
CARTER—KILLMASTER. 

Nick grinned coldly, Judas would recognize it! Know it as 
authentic, the real McCoy. Whether or not he would rise to the bait 
was another matter. 

With his ball point Nick wrote three words on the seal— Casa de 
Florido. Now Judas knew where to find him. 

He licked the gummed reverse of the seal and, stepping over the 
other three bodies, stamped it on the forehead of the man with the 
moustachios, he who had led this little band. The dead eyes, a 
peculiar shade of amber, stared up at him but did not appear to mind 
the indignity. Nick patted a cheek already growing cold. “Sorry, 
hombre, but it can’t be helped! You'll have to be the postman.” 

The girl was still out cold. He picked her up and scaled the ladder 
to the roof. He drew the ladder up. He raced to the little penthouse 
and put the girl on the floor and crouched there, listening. In a minute 
he heard them below him, speaking in low tones, moving about in the 
corridor. Commands were given sotto voce. Si, Nick thought as he 
waited, indeed si— Judas had a hell of an organization! He had won 
the first round. Definitely first blood to the bastard! 

He turned to the girl. She was stirring a little now, moaning. He 
ran the pencil flash over her lithe body. She was wearing a full skirt 
and a peasant blouse with a low bodice. Her red hair glinted like 
blood in the pale beam. Quickly he ran his hands over her body. She 
was wearing very little underneath. A bra to support the good breasts, 


panties, no support for the beige stockings rolled high above her 
knees. Between her thighs, halfway from crotch to knee, he found it. A 
little automatic tucked into a garter holster. Nick smiled and debated 
for a moment, then left the little gun where it was. Let her keep it! 
They had been thrown together and now they must work together. At 
least for a time. There would be no real trust between them, but if he 
let her keep the gun it might help. She would know that he could have 
taken it. 

The girl groaned and opened her eyes. For a moment the long 
green eyes stared at Nick dully, uncomprehending. Then they cleared 
and became wary. She sat up and rubbed her pretty chin. Nick noticed 
for the first time that she had a dimple. 

She scowled at him. “You hit me!” 

“Right. I slugged you! You were about to get yourself killed, or 
worse you might have killed Alicia Todd. I had to hit you.” 

She rubbed her chin again. “It might have been better if you had 
killed me. They will—now that I have failed.” 

Nick knew who “they” were, but he said nothing. He had taken off 
the stocking mask and now he saw her looking at him curiously in the 
faint light of the flash. “You really are Nick Carter,” she said. “I know 
it now. I was shown your picture once. But—but the mustache—I do 
not remember it.” 

He stroked the relic of Kenneth Ludwell Hughes. He smiled at her. 
“T forgot to shave it off. And of course I’m Carter. I hope the picture of 
me in Moscow is a good one?” 

The girl shook her head. “It does not do you justice.” 

“A pity. But now listen—” Rapidly he explained the deal he had 
made. As he finished they heard three shots somewhere out in the 
cork plantation. 

Nick rose. “Time to cut out, baby. Get with it! We’ll have policia 
all over the place before long!” 

For a moment she hesitated. From the corner of his eye he saw her 
furtively touch herself between the thighs, saw an expression of relief 
on her face. He said nothing, just picked up the tommy gun and 
walked from the penthouse to where he had left the ladder. She came 
along behind him. At his elbow she said, “You wish me to come with 
you?” 

He knew damned well that she would stick to him like a burr. At 
least until she could get help from her own people. But he said, “If you 
wish. It could be that we might help each other. Until we get Alicia 
Todd back! Then we can fight it out, eh? We’ll discuss all that later. 
Come on, if you’re coming!” 

As they reached the patio and began the dangerous descent of the 
sheer cliff he decided to try for the Lancia. There was no sign of 


policia yet and his luck might hold. He needed the big yellow car— 
some special work had been done on it during his brief halt in 
Barcelona—and if the policia got it they would in time trace it to the 
Villa Florido. It was not exactly an inconspicuous car. Furthermore the 
license and registration” were in the name of Kenneth Ludwell 
Hughes, and the police would want to know what had happened to 
the man! Nick smiled ‘ grimly as he helped Tasia around a difficult 
bend in the narrow staircase. They might even accuse him of 
murdering himself. 

One thing was sure—there were going to be a lot of mad and 
puzzled cops buzzing around! They would find the Zis and the dead 
Russians. Blood all over the place! The pink villa shot to bits! Two 
women vanished! Que demonio! What goes on? 

Nick frowned. It was not going to be very funny! The Russians, car 
and corpses, would bring Security Police from Madrid pronto! There 
was going to be hell to pay! If he could get the Lancia out he might 
have a chance. There would be nothing then to lead them to La 
Florido, though routine would eventually bring them. But he needed a 
safe house for a couple of days at least! Until Judas rose to the bait, if 
he did. 

He would have to risk it. He would have to go back for the Lancia. 

It was with great relief that he found Pablo waiting in the little 
cove at the foot of the cliff. An ancient caique with a patched red sail 
was moored to the little pier. 

Pablo was beside himself with excitement. He and his friend 
Sebastian had heard the shooting, Senor! He, as chief asistente to the 
Senor, had thought to bring help but Sebastian had restrained him! 
Sebastian, though big and fat, was a timid one! 

Pablo gazed at Tasia in awe. The Senor was smuggling women! 

Nick talked fast. He turned the girl over to Pablo. They were to 
take her back to the villa and wait. He would explain everything in 
time. There were many pesetas to be made for keeping their mouths 
tight shut and doing as they were told. 

Both the boy and Sebastian were agreeable. Their mouths were of 
the tightest! It would be as the Senor wished. 

With the girl aboard the caique made its way slowly out of the 
cove. Nick turned and ran. It was going to be a narrow thing. He was 
in superb condition, as he always was, but this would try even him. 
He was going to have to run a mile, over difficult terrain, at top 
speed! 

N3 tossed the tommy guns into the sea and took off. He went back 
up the precipitous stone stairs like a frightened hare. Through the pink 
villa and the postern, past the bloodied pool and over the wall. Into 
the cork trees. 


Never did he slacken speed. Breath began to come hard. He fell 
many times and was up and on without hesitation. The stars were 
blurring now and his body was soaked with sweat. His eyes stung with 
salt. Iron bands began to tighten around his chest. 

Nick was not breathing now—he was sobbing, gasping, fighting for 
breath and strength! He passed the Zis, seeing the dead man still 
sitting at the wheel, and kept pounding on. His breathing was a cry of 
pain in the night! 

He fell behind the wheel of the Lancia and forced his hands to 
function, to turn the key and start the massive engine to roaring. He 
backed and swung and took off down the dusty road—and saw the 
lights approaching! 

Crafty, even in extremis, he had not yet turned on the Lancia’s 
head lamps. He skittered off the road, down and up a ditch and into a 
grove of drooping willow and eucalyptus. He flicked off the engine 
and sat gasping behind the big wheel. He was finished. If they saw 
him now he was done for! 

Two cars full of Guardia Civil roared past. Nick could see the sheen 
of their patent leather hats, the winking of light on the carbines. They 
passed with a roar and left a cloud of dry, choking dust in their wake. 
They had not seen him. 


Chapter 7 


INTRODUCING MR. SKULL 


Nick’s gamble that Casa de Florido would prove a safe house was 
paying off. It had taken a little finagling, but this was no sweat for an 
agent of his supreme ability. He shaved off his moustache and faced 
the world as Nick Carter, sans” cover. This, he knew, would draw 
Judas as carrion draws flies, even if the arch-criminal had had no 
other motive. Which he did. He had Alicia Todd! And he meant to sell 
her to the highest bidder! There were a dozen angles to what Judas 
might, or might not, do and Nick could only figure them as best he 
could and sit tight. He did not share his thoughts about Judas with 
Tasia Loften. She presented special problems and, indeed, had very 
special problems of her own. 

Her very presence at the villa was a problem. The boy Pablo, and 
the new fat partner, Sebastian, still regarded Nick as engaged in some 
sort of smuggling. He was un contrabandist! Pablo now inclined to 
think that Nick was a white slaver, while Sebastian poo-pooed this 
and said that the Senor was in the dope trade. Nick overheard them 
discussing him and suppressed his grins and doled out the pesetas 
with a lavish hand. He was stuck with them now and he made the best 
of it. 

The sudden disappearance of the writer chap, Kenneth Ludwell 
Hughes, caused no particular comment from Pablo or Sebastian—by 
now nothing the Senor did could surprise them—but Nick knew that 
Dona Anna, Pablo’s mother, would be a horse of another color! That 
virtuous lady must be pacified and disarmed. It was simply done. 

Nick told Pablo that the girl was his mistress and that they were 
going to spend a week or two at the villa doing nothing but drinking 
and making love. After that—business and many more pesetas! In the 
meantime, however, would it not be better if Dona Anna remained 
away from the villa? Nick admitted that Tasia and he were living in 
sin—surely no sight for the eyes of a respectable matron and mother? 

Pablo agreed and conveyed the news to Dona Anna in the village. 
She stayed away. Nick could surmise how the tongues were wagging, 
but couldn’t have cared less. Sin is one thing; policia and the Guardia 
Civil are quite another. There had been no sign of interest in the villa 
by the latter. Nick hoped the luck would hold until Judas made his 
move. 

Tasia went along with the mistress gag—in the open. She 


permitted an occasional hug and caress and even a kiss now and then. 
But she was only barely acquiescent and her lips were always cold. 
There was a tenseness and desperation about her that he readily 
understood. Tasia had had the Englishwoman and had lost her! N3 
knew what failure meant in the M.G.B.! Death at worst; Siberia and a 
work camp at best! Nick felt vaguely sorry for this lovely creature, 
now so desolate and to all purposes a cipher on the run for her life. 
She had only the clothes she stood in, nothing more. Those and the 
little gun she wore strapped to one splendid leg and about which he 
was not supposed to know. Her passport, her money, her clothes and 
other possessions, they were all at the pink villa and there she dared 
not go. She clung to him like a limpet, watching him constantly, and 
he could not blame her. In a sense, absurd though it might be, he was 
now her protector! He did not delude himself that this situation would 
last for very long— there was no phone at the villa, and she could not 
leave it, thus she could not call for help even had she wished. Nick 
knew she would not have done so in any case. Tasia Loften had only 
one hope—to get Alicia Todd back before she again faced her 
employers! So she clung to Nick, using him as the only tool she had! 
He was content with this state of things. For the moment they needed 
each other. And the thought was growing in him that it would be nice, 
quite a feather in his cap, to take Tasia and the Englishwoman back 
with him. If he could get her to defect! 

They slept until late in the afternoon of that first day. The run for 
the Lancia had taken a great deal out of Nick, but he awoke refreshed 
and as strong as ever. He had slept naked, as always, and now he put 
on a pair of swim trunks and went down the cliff to the little cove. 
The sand was soft and had a pinkish sheen in the mellow afternoon 
light. Sebastian’s caique, its red sail neatly furled, bobbed gently to 
miniature waves. N3 made sure he was not observed, then got on with 
his search. 

The crescent shaped cove was scalloped with many little caves. In 
one of them, just over the lip in shadow, he found the battered body 
of Pepe. He dragged it inside the cave and dug a grave in the soft sand 
with his hands, scooping it back between his legs like a dog. As he 
finished and was patting the sand level a shadow fell across the 
entrance to the cave. He looked up to see the girl watching him. 
Instinctively he had shaken the stiletto from its sheath into his hand. 
He checked the motion of throwing and gave her an angry look. 

“Never creep up on me like that! It’s dangerous!” 

Her red mouth, moist and just a trifle too wide for true classic 
beauty, twitched in a sardonic smile. “So I see. P’ll be more careful.” 
She nodded toward the grave. “Who is it?” 

He told her. When he had finished she said, “I think there is much 


blood on your hands, Mr. Carter.” 

He gazed at her with the cold eyes that both fascinated and 
frightened her. Their color was indeterminate—they were sometimes 
gray, sometimes a steely blue, at times nearly amber like the eyes of a 
cat. They puzzled her, his eyes. They were cunning, shrewd, fearless 
and certainly cruel. Saved from utter bleakness, she thought now, by 
an occasional spark of good humor. 

His lips quirked at her in an odd smile. “Blood washes off my 
hands easily,” he said. “Anyway it’s a bloody age and I’ve got a bloody 
job. So have you, my girl. But let’s skip the philosophy. We haven’t 
time for it. I’m going for a swim—want to come?” 

“Go ahead. I will follow.” 

He was on his second lap across the cove when she emerged from 
the cave. She was wearing only a pair of sheer pink panties. He had 
seen the magnificent breasts before, through the binoculars, but this 
closeup was breath-taking. He stopped his smooth, expert crawl to 
stare. It was perhaps boorish and crude but for the moment he could 
not help himself. Her breasts were large white pears, sharp and 
perfect, red tipped, standing away from her rib cage with the firmness 
and resilience of moulded white rubber. 

Tasia noted his stare and was unconcerned. She laughed at him. 
“You Americans! So childish. You get so excited over a pair of 
mammary glands! We in Russia, in Europe, think nothing of it. Many 
times I swim in the Black Sea like this and the men do not stare.” 

She plunged into the water and began to swim back and forth 
across the little cove. He saw at once that she was an expert in the 
water, lithe and graceful. Her flaming red hair had been piled high on 
her head and caught up with a pin. It glowed in the setting sun like 
burnished bronze. Nick Carter felt the beginning stir of sexual 
excitement—and banished it immediately. He had troubles enough 
without that! 

He swam beside her, back and forth across the cove in leisurely 
fashion. He said: “I’m sorry I stared, Tasia. I could not help it. You are 
a very beautiful woman. Are you married?” 

“Nyet!” In Russian she told him that women of her type were not 
allowed to marry. Not yet, at least. She was too valuable to her 
country. 

“T thought we agreed to speak English,” Nick reminded her. “Your 
English is better than my Russian. And we are going to need all the 
communication we can get, baby, believe me!” 

She had paused to tread water. The long green eyes watched him 
carefully. “Da—I mean yes. You are right.” She laughed without any 
particular mirth and her white teeth sparkled. “This is a strange 
companionship, is it not? A Communist and a capitalist imperialist! If 


my Colonel could see me now he would have me shot at once!” 

Nick was also treading water, close to her shimmering body. 
Coldly he said, “He’ll have you shot anyway, won’t he? Unless you get 
Alicia Todd back! And you haven’t got a prayer of getting her back 
unless it’s through me—and then I’ll have her! That means you’ll have 
to kill me to get her! You think you can manage that, Tasia?” He 
stared directly into those green depths. And saw a coldness to match 
his own. 

Then the sea changed! The coldness in her eyes faded, first to a 
peculiar blankness, then a slow growing warmth. She moved in the 
water and was close against him. The cold water had made her nipples 
taut and firm, hard little red buds, and they brushed his chest now. It 
was the simple, obvious, uncomplicated gambit of Eve. As ancient as 
Ur. They both knew it. And it had, of course, been in the books all 
along that she must try it! 

N3 was not averse. He thought he could handle it. He put his arms 
around her and drew her close to him. Her nudity in the limpid water 
was exciting to his body, but not his brain. When he kissed her he 
sensed the same reaction. She did not pull away, but she did not 
respond. Her lips were cold. She permitted the kiss but did not 
participate in it. Nick chuckled inwardly. It was a switch. Her mind 
was willing, but the flesh would not go along with it. 

He pushed her away gently. “Not much good, is it? But I was 
forgetting—maybe I’m the wrong sex?” 

To his surprise his shaft went home. She turned a glowing pink. “I 
am not like—like that! No matter what you have seen or been told! I 
like men! Some men! With the English I do only—only what I am 
ordered to do. I loathe it.” 

He regarded her with a wry smile. “You do? As much as you loathe 
me?” 

“J—I do not loathe you, Mr. Carter. You are an enemy, that is all! 
We are on opposite sides. I loathe what you stand for, but I do not 
loathe you personally.” 

“That’s nice to know,” he said. “We’re stuck with each other. For a 
time. We may as well spend it pleasantly, eh?” 

With a smile, and before she could sense his intent, he bent and 
kissed one of the splendid thrusting breasts. 

She gave a convulsive shiver and, for a fraction of a second, he 
thought she responded. Then she gasped and pushed him away with 
both hands, her red mouth twisted as though in pain, the green eyes 
narrowed. “No! Don’t touch me again! Never! I do not—I will not 
permit it!” 

She swam away from him rapidly, upended her taut buttocks and 
dove deep into the cove. She was under a long time. When she came 


up, water streaming from the smooth tanned pelt, phocine in the first 
faint purple of twilight, she had regained her composure. Nick thought 
he detected a hint of malicious mischief in the emerald eyes as they 
fixed him with a wide stare. 

“T think we must have an understanding, Mr. Carter!” 

“Call me Nick. Enemies and fellow conspirators should always be 
on a first name basis.” 

“Very well. Nick! But we must have an understanding— we are 
indeed enemies, you and LI may have to kill you, Nick. Or you may 
kill me! It is very likely. I do not think we should complicate it by 
falling in love!” 

“You're getting a little ahead of me,” Nick said dryly. “It wasn’t 
exactly love I had in mind. It was sex I had in mind. They’re not the 
same.” 

Tasia shook her head violently. “To me they would be! I am a 
woman! To fall in love with you would be a disaster for me—it would 
make me a traitor!” 

“T wouldn’t like that,” said Nick. “I don’t like traitors.” It was true. 
If he could get her to defect it must be of her own will, because the 
scales had fallen from her eyes, not because she had fallen in love 
with him. 

“Skip it for now,” he told her. “But you’ll have to pretend to love 
me for a little while. We’ve got to fool my two little helpers, Pablo and 
Sebastian, and Dona Anna. Also, and more important, we’ve got to 
fool la policia and the Guardia Civil if they come looking. Which God 
forbid!” 

Together, in the fading light, they made their plans. 

Early in the afternoon of the following day they saw the cloud of 
dust coming down the road toward the villa. They were sitting on the 
wide tiled veranda, Nick nursing a whisky and water, Tasia smoking 
her last Troika down to a minute stub. They stared with concern at the 
dust cloud. 

Tasia flipped away the butt at last. “Could it be the policia? In such 
a small car?” 

“J doubt it.” He could make out the car now. It was an old 
Renault, of the Dauphine model, battered and ancient. As it drew 
closer and turned into the courtyard of la Florido he breathed easier. 
It was a taxi! Which meant it had come from Gerona, the nearest town 
of any size. A main line railroad touched there. 

Nick was wearing a light sports jacket to cover the Luger, and now 
he buttoned it. The stiletto was ready in its sheath. To Tasia he said, 
“Not the cops. Don’t get excited. Let me do all the talking. You’re my 
girl, understand? Nothing more.” 

“T know. I will be all right. But who—do you think it is he?” Nick 


had told her as much about Judas as he deemed expedient. 

N3 loosened the Luger slightly in his belt. “Yes,” he said calmly. “I 
think so. A messenger. He wouldn’t come himself. Now keep out of 
the way.” 

The taxi stopped in the courtyard. The driver, a small Spaniard 
wearing a peaked cap, turned and spoke to his passenger. The rear 
door of the Renault opened and something began to emerge, to ooze, 
out of the car. Nick, watching in fascination, thought that was the 
only word for it. Ooze! It was incredible that so much human being, if 
it was human, could have been crammed into the tiny Renault. For an 
instant he was reminded of the old Mack Sennett comedies where 
dozens of people would emerge from a single tiny house. 

The creature came out of the car slowly, unwinding massive legs 
and arms. The man, and Nick admitted now that it was a man, one 
man, was at least seven feet tail! And as wide as the proverbial barn 
door. Beside him he heard Tasia gasp. “My God, Nick! What is it?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine, baby. My guess is that it’s a cross 
between Primo Camera and Frankenstein’s monster— just the sort of 
stooge Judas would come up with. Careful, now. Don’t irritate it!” 

The taxi was waiting. The man came slowly toward the veranda. 
He walked with slow, dragging steps. Christ, thought Nick, it is 
Frankenstein’s monster. All it needs is the steel bar sticking out of its 
neck! 

The man dragged his way to within feet of the veranda and stood 
looking at them. For a long moment no one spoke. N3 had a strange 
sensation of having seen and experienced all this before, and knew it 
must be some faint memory of a horror picture. He felt the long hairs 
on the back of his neck bristle as he studied the huge man. He was 
hating on sight, without exactly knowing why. And he was afraid! 

The man was wearing a shabby blue suit which was too small for 
him. His wrists and ankles protruded grotesquely. He was hatless and 
his great arching skull was shaven to the bone. The small eyes, like 
lead berries, were too close to a splayed nose. The mouth was large 
and loose and wet. When the man spoke Nick saw that his canines 
were malformed, thrusting from the gum at an angle like fangs. 

“Mr. Nicholas Carter?” The voice was a rumble, coarse and 
toneless with a mechanical quality about it. The dull eyes studied Nick 
for a second, then went to the girl. They traveled up and down her 
body and a muscle twitched in the flat fish-belly colored face. 

“T’m Carter. Who are you and what do you want?” Nick was busy 
assaying the muscle beneath the cheap suit. He hoped he never had to 
fight this gorilla. 

The man took a long white envelope from an inner pocket. He 
shuffled forward and handed it to Nick with an enormous hand 


covered thickly with reddish furze. “Message,” he said. “I will wait for 
answer.” He looked at Tasia again and licked his lips with a coarse, 
obscenely red tongue. Then he turned and shuffled back to stand near 
the taxi. 

Tasia let out a long sobbing breath. “A monster!” she said. “An 
absolute monster! Did you see the way he looked at me?” 

“T did.” Nick smiled at her grimly. “So watch your step or I'll give 
you to him!” He ripped open the envelope. “Now we’ll see just how 
our friend J wants to play this little game.” 

The note was typewritten. 

Dear Mr. Carter: This will introduce my man Skull. You will be so 
kind as to give him your answer to this note—written, please, as he 
does not remember too well. As you know I have the Englishwoman, 
Alicia Todd. She is as well as can be expected —I know her habits, of 
course, and have an ample supply of the narcotic without which she 
would go to pieces. In which case, naturally she would be of no value 
to any of us. She is for sale, as you have no doubt guessed. The price is 
ten million dollars. I had intended to deal only with principals, I 
confess, but in your case, my dear Carter, the temptation is too 
overwhelming! We have, I believe, some unfinished business? But 
money before pleasure, always. 

We shall have to discuss this personally, of course. There is a bull 
fight in Gerona tomorrow and I shall be there. I shall be in a box near 
the presidente’s box. I will be surrounded by my men, whom will be 
unknown to you. So no tricks, dear Mr. Carter! I take it that neither of 
us is anxious to engage the attention of la policia! You may come 
armed if you like—it is no matter. And bring the charming Miss Anas 
tasia Zaloff if you like. It will be amusing to watch you bidding 
against each other. In her case she will literally be bidding for her life, 
no? I find that amusing, too. It should add spice to the proceedings. 
Until tomorrow, Mr. Carter. In the meantime, should you be in touch 
with your chief, Mr. Hawk, give him my regards. J 

Nick allowed himself a few choice, soft voiced curses. “You’ve got 
to hand it to the obscene little bastard. He’s cool! I had a chance to 
kill him once and missed it. I won’t again!” 

Tasia hardly heard him. She was staring in a kind of fascinated 
horror at the man Skull. He was leaning against the little taxi, 
towering above it, resting one elbow on its top. He was looking at 
them. 

“Give him his answer and send him away,” the girl said nervously. 
“1 can’t stand his eyes on me! I feel—raped! Please hurry, Nick. I am 
not a nervous woman—in my profession I could not be—but he makes 
me want to scream!” 

There was a hint of malice in Nick’s chuckle. “I’m surprised at you, 


baby. A top agent of M.G.B. getting the wind up over a glandular case. 
However—” He handed her the note. “Here. Read it if you like.” 

He took a notebook from his pocket and tore out a sheet of paper. 
On it he scribbled: Pll be there—NC. 

Nick waved the piece of paper at the big man. “Our Mr. Skull,” he 
murmured to the girl. “The name certainly fits him, eh?” 

“Ughh,” said Tasia. 

Skull shambled over to the veranda. Nick handed him the note. 
“Take this to your master, pronto/” The outdated phrase fitted the 
occasion perfectly, he thought. Skull was the sort who would have a 
master! He would need a master. In that massive body there was 
probably the brain of a bird! 

Skull put the note paper in his pocket and nodded. His leaden eyes 
roved over the girl’s body and his face twitched again. He wet his lips 
with the red tongue. Like Pavlov’s dog, thought Nick. Sees a female 
and reacts automatically! 

Reluctantly Skull’s eyes left Tasia and swiveled to Nick. In his 
strange mechanical voice he said, “I take at once. Good day, Mr. 
Carter.” His giant’s body jerked in a grotesque little bow and he 
shambled back to the taxi and began stuffing himself into the small 
back seat. 

When the taxi had disappeared Tasia said, “So we are going to 
meet this Judas person tomorrow at the bull fight?” She handed the 
note back to him. 

N3 nodded. “You are including yourself in, I see. Good. I’ll need 
you.” 

She gave him a half smile. “That is good. I would come anyway. 
You know I must stick to you like a burr, Nick. I cannot afford to lose 
you.” 

He smiled in turn. “Until we find the woman, eh?” 

“Yes. Until we find her—after that it will be each for himself.” 

“That gives me something to look forward to.” He stood up and 
took her hand. “Come on. I want to show you something —and zero 
you in on a few things.” 

He took her to the stable and Tasia admired the Lancia briefly. It 
was a Classic of beauty and power combined, a glistening canary 
yellow with a red stripe. The huge headlights were polished eyes 
staring into the gloom and the nickeled exhausts writhed from the 
hood like snakes. A fat spare was snugged into each fender well. There 
were two superchargers, one for each bank of six cylinders. 

“Tt is a lovely old car,” the girl said. 

“Yes, it is,” agreed Nick. “But look at this—a little job I had done 
in Barcelona.” He touched a nearly invisible button on the dash and 
part of the panel slid aside to reveal a small screen. Very like one of 


the early TV screens. 

Nick tapped the screen with his finger. “Radar! We’re going to bug 
Judas tomorrow, or rather you are, and when he leaves we'll follow 
him on this. There'll be a blip on the screen. Should be easy enough to 
follow.” He closed the panel and took a silver lighter from his pocket. 
He lit cigarettes for both of them, then showed her the lighter. “This is 
a bug as well as a lighter,” he explained. “It sends out a beep and a 
blip— and it’s good for about six hours. That should be plenty of time, 
at least to get a fix on Judas. I’m sure he’s got the Todd woman 
stached within a six hour drive.” Nick thought he knew where Alicia 
Todd was—in the old monastery mentioned by the dead Pepe! But he 
wasn’t telling the girl about that! 

Tasia was frowning at the lighter. “I know about such things,” she 
said. “But how do we plant it on Judas? Surely a man of his cunning 
and experience—?” 

Nick nodded slowly. “Yes. You are right, of course. I had thought 
of it myself.” He gave her an odd little smile. “That’s why I think you 
had better plant the bug on Skull! He’s pretty stupid—and you saw 
how he looked at you. Should be easy.” 

Her green eyes widened. “Skull! That—that monster! I—I can’t, 
Nick! I would have to get close to him and I couldn’t bear that!” 

Nick Carter narrowed his eyes. “You can bear it, sweetheart! You 
can bear anything. Remember Siberia! If you’re lucky.” He tossed her 
the lighter. “You keep it. Just before you plant it on Skull turn the 
little screw on the bottom one full turn to the right. That will activate 
it.” 

That night N3 sat on his bed and went deep into a yoga trance. He 
wanted to clear his mind for the business tomorrow. He was engaged 
in an intricate game of mental chess with Judas—one wrong move 
would lose the game! 

One factor was working in Nick’s favor—had already done so. J’s 
hatred of AXE and the United States! It had brought J to him when 
otherwise the man might have gone straight to headquarters, as it 
were. But J was looking for a chance to kill Nick—and that might turn 
out to be his fatal mistake. A lot of men had made that same mistake! 
They were all dead now! 

N3 did not think that Judas would try anything tomorrow. Not in 
Gerona, in a crowded bull ring with scores of policia around. No—the 
man had set up the meeting so he could gloat! Gloat and play Nick 
and Tasia against each other. J would enjoy that. He would get a lot 
of kicks out of it! 

But J, apart from being an arch-criminal, was also a tough minded 
businessman. He at the moment possessed the Queen in this weird and 
deadly chess game—a Queen he would prefer to sell to the Russians if 


possible! This because of his hatred for AXE and the U.S., and because 
he had fallen out with the Chinese Reds. But money talked with J! N3 
knew that he could call Hawk and have the requisite millions 
delivered in twenty-four hours! All he would have to do was hand 
over the money and get the Englishwoman in exchange. Simple. 

And yet not simple! Deep in the yoga trance Nick saw things with 
an astounding clarity. Every facet was sharp etched, sketched on his 
mind with a diamond drill. And J was tricky! 

He might well sell Nick—or the Russians—a pig in a poke! The 
woman might be dead by now! She was a hysteric, a neurotic, a dope 
addict. The fear and excitement, the strain, might have been too much 
for her. In that event J would not hesitate to sell a corpse! It was 
probably his idea of a good joke. 

There was one thing which might complicate matters enormously. 
Even in his deep trance N3 frowned, for AXE had slipped badly on 
this! Or perhaps not AXE after all, perhaps the British had slipped, or 
the CIA, it did not really matter who. The fact remained that it was 
from Tasia, a Russian agent, that Nick had managed to ferret a 
tremendous tidbit of intelligence—the formula they were all after, the 
Paradise Pill as Hawk called it, had never been committed to paper! 

Alicia Todd kept the formula in solitary in her brain! 

The permutations of this manic angle were legion! For one thing it 
indicated that, although Alicia Todd might be Lesbian, neurotic and a 
user of heroin, she was not without cunning. She was very sharp! She 
had stumbled on a terrific secret, of infinite military value, and she 
was keeping that secret to herself for the time being. Even the British 
knew only in general outline what Alicia Todd had discovered. The 
Russians had known, too—hence the elaborate cunning and skill with 
which they had planted the girl on the Englishwoman! Trying to woo 
her through sex! They would do nothing to frighten or disrupt that 
delicate brain—until it became obvious that they could not prevail. 
Then they would kill her! Just as Nick, if it came to it in the end, 
would have to kill her! 

That J would try to extract the formula from Alicia Todd was a 
foregone conclusion. If successful he could sell it to both sides. Double 
his profit. 

N3 doubted that J would be successful. Probably J doubted it, too. 
To keep the woman sane and healthy he would have to allow her 
dope; and when she had dope she would be able to cope with J—she 
would never give him the exact formula and J would have no time to 
test what she did give him. Judas was a man in a hurry! If the woman 
died on his hands he might try to sell a fake formula, but only as a last 
desperate resort to realize something on his heavy investment. 

A faint smile touched N3’s lips as he sat cross-legged on the the 


bed and dreamed deep. J was in something of a bind himself! 

In any case it did not signify. He was not going to call Hawk and 
there would be no millions for Judas. He would find Alicia Todd and 
take her and later he would return and kill Judas. It was all very 
simple, really, and only a fool would muddle it by worrying about the 
myriad angles. It was good, even necessary, to know and recognize the 
difficulties. Then you could ignore them and proceed straight to the 
goal. 

Nick went from dreaming straight into a deep sleep. He stretched 
on the big old-fashioned bed and slept the sleep of children and the 
innocent. 

In the small hours Tasia Loften grew uneasy and afraid. With great 
daring, telling herself it was wrong, she crept into Nick’s room 
wearing a voluminous flannel nightgown of Dona Anna’s which she 
had found. 

He had spread crumpled newspapers around the bed so she could 
not approach without noise. She halted at the edge of the paper 
barrier and contemplated the sleeping man. One hand was beneath 
the pillow and she did not have to see the Luger to know it was there. 
She shivered. What she was doing was very dangerous! 

Yet she lingered. His face fascinated her. Moonlight, faint and 
mellow, sifted through the jalousie to fall lightly on the regular 
features. He was, she admitted, incredibly handsome. In sleep the fine 
lines etched by danger and tension were obscured. 

Tasia experienced an odd difficulty in breathing. Her breasts felt 
hot and achy. This was all wrong, she told herself. Very wrong! He 
was an enemy! She turned and padded barefoot back to her own bed. 
Please, she asked the Deity who had so long been officially banned in 
her country—please do not make me have to kill him! 


Chapter 8 


IN A LITTLE SPANISH TOWN 


“Personally,” said Judas, “I would like to sell the Englishwoman to 
both of you! Say ten million from each of your governments! I would 
then turn her over to you in a public place and watch you fight it out! 
Who knows—you might kill each other! Then I could grab the lady 
again and sell her a second time! Yes, the idea has distinct 
possibilities!” And Judas chuckled. 

Both Nick and Tasia had to lean close to hear him clearly. There 
had just been a most unsatisfactory fight—the bull had been cowardly 
and treacherous—and the matador not much better. Now another bull 
had trotted into the ring and the sol, the cheap seats where sat the 
true aficionados, were in an uproar. The sol did not like the looks of 
this bull either, and were imploring el presidente to give them 
another. It was his privilege and, judging by the turmoil in the sol, his 
duty! It had been a lousy corrida so far. The sol was becoming restive. 

Cushions and paper cups and tonic bottles were beginning to 
shower into the ring. It was not a riot yet, but the spark was there. But 
as yet the presidente had not hung the green handkerchief over the 
front of his box, signifying that the bull was to be taken away and 
replaced by a more lively one. Meantime policia and the Guardia Civil 
were moving into place, getting ready to handle the mob if it erupted. 

Nick and the girl sat flanking Judas in the sombra, the expensive 
seats. They were next to el presidente’s box. There were just the three 
of them in the box, the girl and Nick on either side of Judas. It was a 
perfect spot for the sort of conference they were holding at the 
moment, noisy and inconspicuous. Nick had been unable to spot any 
of Judas’ men, with the exception of Skull, but he knew they were 
around. There would be many of them and they would be well armed. 
Nick was not about to try anything! Not in Gerona, in the midst of a 
seething crowd in a small time bull ring! Yet at the moment he was 
content: He had made the contact! 

He leaned toward the small man and said, “But it is not going to be 
that way, friend J! Tasia and I are allies now.” Nick winked at the girl, 
and gave a nearly imperceptible nod. The massive Skull was lounging 
near one of the exits, towering above the crowd, huge arms folded on 
his brute chest, leering contempt at both crowd and bulls. The man, 
Nick acknowledged, could probably have felled any of the bulls with 
one blow! 


It was time for Tasia to make her contact with Skull—to plant the 
lighter-bug on the big man! He could understand her reluctance, but it 
had to be done! He nodded again and saw one of her green eyes blink 
in acknowledgement. There were mauve shadows beneath those eyes 
this afternoon and her lovely face was strained. 

“Allies?” Judas chuckled again. His mouth was large and wet and 
always smiling. A smile that was no smile! J was the only case of 
rictus sardonicus N3 had ever seen—the man’s loose mouth was fixed 
in a permanent grin. 

“Allies!” Judas said again. “For how long? After I turn the woman 
over to you? I should enjoy being around to watch that!” 

“Skip it,” said Nick brusquely. “We’ve agreed on procedure, I 
think. Let’s get on with it.” In the fifteen minutes they had been 
together they had agreed that Nick would first speak privately with 
Judas, then he would leave and Tasia would talk to the man. Judas 
was to let them know his decision in twenty-four hours. 

The fury of the sol was rising to a crescendo. A bottle spun past the 
girl’s head, dangerously near. She was in the act of passing behind 
Judas and Nick, and now she ducked and stumbled, falling into Nick’s 
arms. For a moment her green eyes stared intently into his and her 
scent was overpowering. 

She whispered: “I’m afraid!” 

Nick pushed her gently away. “Go powder your nose, honey. I 
promise no double-cross!” It was a lie, of course, just as everything he 
was about to tell Judas was a lie. But he had to go through the 
motions, play out the game. 

When the girl had gone, pushing her way through the throng 
toward the exit where Skull waited, Judas said, “She is clumsy, that 
one. That was very dangerous, falling like that, making a sudden 
move! You have a dozen guns on you at this minute, Carter.” 

Nick ignored that. He gazed around at the turbid scene. Matters 
were getting more and more out of hand. Policia had invaded the sol 
now and half a dozen scuffles were in progress. 

Judas glanced toward the box of el presidente. “Why doesn’t that 
fool show the green silk and give them their bull? This is going to be a 
full scale riot in a few minutes!” 

Nick’s grin was hard. “Since when does violence bother you, 
Judas?” 

The man made a washing motion with his tiny pale hands. He was 
not much over five feet tall. Today he wore a beautifully cut gray 
business suit and a black Homburg. In a cream colored silk tie he wore 
a single large black pearl stick pin. His little feet twinkled in highly 
polished handmade shoes. Nick had never seen evil come so neatly 
packaged! 


“T abhor mobs,” said Judas primly. “That is violence without profit 
or motive—senseless! But we are not here to discuss my peculiarities! 
You want the English scientist, Carter—how much will your 
government pay?” 

Nick had his answer ready. “There is no problem. I’ll pay a million 
more than the Russians—no matter what they offer! I suggest you talk 
to the girl and get her offer, then let me know and I'll top it by a 
million. To be paid in cash, United States dollars, at a time and place 
we will decide on. We can work out the details later. But don’t try any 
phony tricks, J. I want the woman in good shape, alive and in her 
right mind, or no deal. I will have to check her over personally before 
you get a dime!” 

Judas washed his hand again. Nick, watching the gesture, thought 
it must be a Freudian thing. Maybe he thought he could get the blood 
off! 

“That would appear to make it rather cut and dried,” said Judas. 
He sounded disappointed. He’s not having much fun out of this, Nick 
thought. He hasn’t been able to bait us as much as he would have 
liked. He’s not getting his jollies! 

Now he shrugged. “What do you want, J? It’s a straight business 
transaction. We can afford to pay more than the Ivans and you know 
it. So we get Alicia Todd. Open and shut!” 

“So it seems.” Judas fixed Nick with his opaque little eyes. Nick 
was reminded of blackberries set into a baby’s behind. The skin of 
Judas’ face was pink, tender, and beardless. Only minute striations 
showed that it was all scar tissue. False skin, as it were. As false as the 
lashes and brows and the dark toupee beneath the Homburg. 

N3 knew the story. Judas had killed an AXE agent in China some 
years before, but before the AXE man died he had gotten Judas with a 
flame thrower! 

Judas seemed loathe to let the conversation end. He leaned toward 
Nick, dribble flowing from the corner of the rictus that was his mouth. 
“Tell me, Carter—forget for the moment that we are deadly enemies 
and tell me something truly. Do you think the girl can raise the 
money? I personally do not. I think she is bluffing. I think the Russians 
will stall—they will punish her for failing, either death or Siberia, and 
then they will try some trickery to take the woman from me. If 
necessary they will use brute force.” 

Nick had been trying to spot Tasia, without tipping the fact to J at 
his side. Now he sat back, satisfied. The girl had chosen her moment 
well. She had been close to Skull, talking to him— what that must 
have cost her!—when la policia ejected a gang of rioters, mostly teen- 
agers. For a moment Tasia and Skull were engulfed in the swirl of 
scuffling humanity. The girl was shoved hard against Skull. Nick 


relaxed with a faint grin. That would have done it. The cigarette 
lighter was in Skull’s pocket now, activated and beeping away. 

N3 stared coldly at Judas. “Use force? Naturally they will. What do 
you expect? The Russkys must have quite a hard on for you by now— 
you damaged quite a few of their boys the other night at the pink 
villa. Damaged them permanently! You expect them to want to kiss 
and make up?” 

Judas drooled. “Ah, yes—the Villa Rosa! My men did not expect to 
find so many of them. Most unfortunate. Unfortunate, too, that they 
did not kill you while they were at it! But of course they did not know 
who you were.” The little dark eyes studied Nick coldly. Odd, thought 
N3. This character never blinks! 

He grinned back at Judas. “Good thing, too. If they’d killed me we 
wouldn’t be here making this deal now. Thank your stars, J, or 
whatever it is you believe in! Because I agree with you—the girl won’t 
be able to get any money! She’s bluffing and she’s desperate. You 
better watch it,” he added cheerfully. “She’s liable to kill you just for 
the hell of it!” 

“T think not,” said the little man calmly. “As to what I believe in, 
Carter—I believe in me! And I still wish my men had killed you at 
Villa Rosa—dealing with you is a pleasure I could gladly have 
dispensed with. Your government would still have been amenable. 
You are of no personal importance, Carter!” 

N3 returned the stare. For a moment the gloves were off, the foils 
bared. “T’ll see that you get another chance,” said Nick Carter gently. 

“I shall welcome it,” answered Judas. 

Judas sank back into his seat. He wiped spittle from his mouth 
with a bright cerise handkerchief. He took a small cigar from a gold 
case and lit it. “The girl is returning,” he said flatly. “I will talk to her 
now. But I think you are right and we will make no deal. A pity. I 
should have preferred to sell to the Russians. But money talks!” 

“You are so right,” agreed Nick. “That it does.” He stood up. “How 
will you get in touch?” 

“Go back to your Casa Florido and wait,” said Judas. “I will let you 
know within twenty-four hours at the most. We will meet again and 
work out ail the details.” 

“Don’t make it any longer,” Nick said. “That place will be getting 
hot any time now—the policia are sure to get around to it, asking 
questions about the pink villa massacre. ’'d just as soon not be there 
when they come.” 

Judas wiped his drooling mouth again. He could not control the 
spittle, it appeared, because of his rictus. The thready white liquid 
gathered in the corners of his mouth in a constant flow. 

“Don’t worry, Mr. Carter.” A speck of animation appeared in the 


opaque eyes. “I will take care of you! Goodbye for now.” 

N3 gave the little criminal a flinty smile. “Hasta luego, J! I’ll be 
seeing you.” 

Nick shouldered his way through the mob. Things were quieter 
now, but not much. El presidente had relented at last and shown the 
green silk and a new bull was in the ring. Already the picadors were at 
work. The sol, because of the new bull and also because of la policia, 
had ceased to hurl bottles and cushions and fruit into the ring. They 
contented themselves with whistling and stamping and jeering. 

Nick met Tasia in the throng. For a moment their bodies rubbed 
together, and his mouth was close to her ear. 

“Okay?” 

She nodded and the silken skin of her ear lobe touched his lips. 
“Esta bien! The zombie has it in his pocket! It was horrible! He tried 
to grab me and hold me against him!” 

“Brave girl! Pll see that you get the Spam medal for this. Now go 
talk to our filthy little friend. ’'ll meet you back at the car. I want to 
get out of this mob.” 

He was lounging against the Lancia, smoking a cigarette, when 
they approached. 

There were five of them. Two policia, two Guardia Civil with 
carbines, and a short thickset man in civilian clothes. The civilian 
flashed a card at Nick. “Teniente de policia! You are Mr. Carter? Mr. 
Nicholas Carter?” 

Every nerve was quivering, but Nick kept his face impassive. And 
blessed the hunch that had persuaded him to leave his weapons back 
at the villa. It had been a gamble, and he had done it reluctantly, but 
now it was paying off. Sweat trickled down his neck. Brother! If he 
Had the Luger and stiletto on him now! 

“T’m Carter,” he admitted. “What is it? What’s wrong?” He did not 
like the way the two Guardia Civil were staring at him. They 
obviously did not care much for norteamericanos and would be only 
too happy to work him over with their gun butts. 

The Lieutenant held out his hand. “Pasaporte, por favor!” 

N3 produced his new passport. It was a good fake. He had only 
completed it the night before, with materials he carried in the huge 
rhino suitcase. The picture was of himself, though cunningly distorted 
by skillful camera work. 

But the Lieutenant did little more than glance at the passport. He 
stepped back and nodded to the men with him. To Nick he said, “My 
apologies, Senor, but we must search you! It is our duty, you 
understand? We have had a tip.” 

Nick gave him an easy grin and held up his arms. ” Yo comprendo. 
Search ahead. Do you mind telling me what you’re searching for?” 


“Silencio!” snapped one of the Guardia. He began to pat Nick up 
and down. 

A cold little sensation of doom began to grow in N3. This was all 
too pat, too smooth and contrived. A tip, the Teniente had said! What 
sort of tip? Who was the tipster? As though, he thought wryly, 1 
didn’t know! Who else but J? But why? Where had he gone wrong? 
Judas had admitted that it would be unprofitable to try to deal with 
the Russian girl— 

The Guardia Civil searching him gave a little grunt of triumph. He 
held up something for the others to see. “iHola! iMire! El narcotico!” 

N3 stared along with the rest of them. His stomach turned to lead. 
Fury pulsed in him. He had truly stepped into trouble this time! 

The Lieutenant examined the little white packet, neatly caught 
with a rubber band. He examined the dirty hypo needle and the rusty 
bent spoon, and when he looked at Nick his eyes were hard. He waved 
the hypo at Nick. “You can explain this, Sehor?” It would have been a 
stupid question but for the cat and mouse tone—that and the glint in 
the man’s eye. 

Nick Carter shrugged. What was there to explain. They had him 
dead to rights. He was a main-liner caught with the goods. Probably 
they suspected him of being a pusher! Curses welled in the back of 
Nick’s throat. What a fool he was. He had been careless! J, for some 
reason of his own, wanted him out of the way for a time. It looked like 
J would get his wish! 

“T can not explain it,” he said evenly. “I do not understand. The 
things are not mine! I am not a user of dope, Teniente I’ Do I look so? 
These things were planted on me, I swear it!” 

“St! Planted on you, no doubt!” The Lieutenant showed bad teeth 
in a sly smile. “That is a tall story, Sehor! Es la historia mas fantastical 
You will come to the station with us!” 

It was a moment of truth! Should he make a break for it? He 
thought he could take the five of them. They thought they were too 
many and would not be expecting an attack. The trouble was that 
there were five of them! He could not pull any punches, could not go 
easy. It would have to be done swiftly and without mercy—and he 
might easily kill one or more of them with his bare hands. If that 
happened the whole of Mission Sappho would go down the drain! He 
couldn’t work with every cop in Spain looking for him! 

In that moment the decision was taken out of his hands. The big 
Guardia was still searching, poking his fingers around in Nick’s 
pocket. Now he found something and stared at it. His broad fiat face 
worked in anger. He spat on Nick’s trouser leg. 

The Guardia held his find aloft for the others to see. The 
Lieutenant gasped, a hissing intake of breath. “Caramba! This one is 


worse than a narcotic! Ho is one of those cursed bandidos! Give it to 
me, Juan!” 

The Guardia tossed the little glass vial to the Lieutenant. Nick 
cursed himself again. This really tied it! He had put that damned 
spider of Pepe’s in his jacket pocket and completely forgotten it! 

Carbines were leveled at Nick now. He was told to keep his hands 
up high. A crowd was beginning to gather. N3 fumed with helpless 
rage. No use trying to run for it now—they were alerted, thought he 
was one of the hated Spiders, and would riddle him with lead before 
he took a step. He would have to find another way out. And fast. 

The Lieutenant examined the little golden spider in the vial. His 
muddy eyes traveled over Nick and he showed his blackened teeth in 
a cruel smile. Nick could imagine his thoughts: at last they, la policia, 
had captured a Spider alive! A most unusual occurrence! True that he 
would not be alive long, but before he was hanged or shot he might be 
made to talk. There were dungeons beneath the police station which 
had not been used for years! But they were tidy and waiting, les 
calabozos, and all the old instruments were in readiness. It was 
against the law now, of course, to torture prisoners, but who would 
know? 

In any case this norteamericano was a Spider, and that made all 
the difference! Spiders were not only bandidos—they were also 
enemies of the State! Enemies of El Caudillo himself! Sworn to murder 
that great man at the first opportunity! 

It was indeed a great capture. For this he would be made Inspector 
at least. The Lieutenant made a sign to his men. “Bring him along. Do 
not be too gentle with him. It is well that he learns his manners 
quickly, for we are going to have many long talks, this Spider and I, 
and he is going to tell me all about his friends. Is it not so, Senor 
Spider?” 

N3 didn’t answer. He had been thinking hard and now came up 
with an unpleasant fact. A fact that made him look like the dunce he 
most assuredly was! 

Judas hadn’t framed him. Tasia had! Either in the box, when she 
had fallen over him, or in the throng as he was leaving. She had 
slipped the hypo and dope into his pocket. It had to be that way! She 
had been gone a long time, too; calling the policia, no doubt. That 
meant she had done it in the box, before she had left. 

The spider, of course, was his own fault. He had been guilty of a 
lapse there, in not destroying it along with Pepe. A lapse that might 
very easily prove fatal to Mission Sappho— or perhaps even to Nick 
Carter! There was no help to be had from AXE or Hawk! They 
wouldn’t acknowledge his existence —not officially. He was, like 
every agent, alone and on his own! 


A carbine prodded him in the back. “Marchel” 
N3 marched. 


Chapter 9 


TERROR AT THE WHEEL 


The blip was plain on the tiny screen set into the dashboard of the 
car. The beep was coming in loud and clear. Tasia, at the big wheel of 
the Lancia, followed Judas and the monster Skull out of Gerona to the 
north. She had given them a ten minute head start, but it was no 
matter. The bug in Skull’s pocket was functioning perfectly. 

Her hands were cold and stiff on the wheel and she flexed them 
continuously. It was not the change in the weather, though as she 
drove north it grew colder and great black clouds were massing in the 
lurid sky. Costa Brava, the wild coast, is infamous for its sudden 
September storms! They strike with instant fury and abate just as 
quickly. While they last they are a hell of rain and sleet, snow, 
lightning and thunder! 

No, the girl told herself now, it was not the coming storm that 
bothered her. The fact was that she was stiff with terror! At the 
moment she would have given anything to have the American agent at 
her side—there was a calm and fearless man!—but that was 
impossible. She had slipped the needle and packet of dope into his 
pocket and called the policia! Nick Carter was well out of the way for 
the time being! 

It had not really been so bad until she met that creature, Judas. 
Then had come the cold face of reality! She had no chance in the open 
market! If he must, Nick Carter could buy the Englishwoman, and 
there was nothing that she, Tasia, could do about it! She could not 
match dollars with the United States. The man Judas had known this, 
too. He had quietly sneered at her during their brief interview, had 
dismissed her with evident contempt. There had been a warning, not 
too subtle, that if she tried to make trouble the Englishwoman might 
be killed! That was bluff, of course, and had not impressed her. But 
the fact remained that the American was winning. He would get Alicia 
Todd unless she did something quickly! So she was doing it! She 
would follow Judas to his lair and try to take the woman away from 
him. It was all she could do, what she must do! 

The blip crawled on the little screen like a gray louse. So far so 
good. Judas was still heading north. Tasia glanced at a road map on 
the seat beside her. She frowned. Was it possible that the man would 
cross the border into France? Perpignan, in the latter country, was less 
than a hundred kilometers from Gerona! There were numerous 


villages in between, of course; . Little clusters of stone houses huddled 
together for warmth on the southern slopes of the Pyrenees. Tasia 
shook her head in doubt and concentrated on her driving. The 
metalled road had long since vanished; the way was narrow and rocky 
now, graveled and full of ruts and chuck holes. She must be careful! If 
anything happened to the Lancia and she lost the trail she would be 
utterly beaten! 

Her terror had grown steadily all through this long day. While Nick 
was with her it had been somewhat mitigated, and this she could not 
really understand. She had also had certain lubricious thoughts about 
him—she felt her face pinking now —which even the terrible people 
of Smersh would never get her to admit! Such thoughts were not 
permitted! 

The horrible cold fact was that she could not appeal to her country 
for funds! The moment she did that she admitted failure! Tasia 
shivered involuntarily and it was not because of the chill wind 
sweeping off the snowy peaks now showing on the far horizon. She 
thought of that dreadful bleak building on the Srentenka Ulitsa, of a 
barren little cubicle in the basement with a harsh spotlight in the 
ceiling. A plain deal table with straps. There would also be the whips 
and the knives and the air hose. Or perhaps a dental drill! 

The girl’s fingers were white on the steering wheel! She thought of 
how her beautiful body—she had no false modesty —would look 
when they had finished with it! Her lovely face contorted. She 
couldn’t stand that! She just couldn’t. 

She felt down between her long thighs. It was all she had— the 
little blue automatic in her garter holster. Eight bullets! It was not 
much with which to go up against Judas and his men. She would just 
have to weight it out with spirit and courage— she was, after all, a 
Russian girl. One of the chosen people who, in time, would inherit the 
earth and run it properly. 

The blip turned abruptly left at the tiny village of La Junquera. The 
beeps were much stronger now. She was catching up to Judas, which 
meant she must exercise extreme caution. If he spotted her it would be 
the end of all her hopes. 

The narrow road, little more than a lane, climbed steadily now. 
The mountains were on her right, running high and serrate against 
darkly luminous fat clouds with their bellies full of snow. The wind 
had increased nearly to gale force. Tasia shivered in her thin blouse 
and skirt. She had not even a sweater to protect her from the cold. Her 
tanned legs and arms began to show purple goose bumps. 

And now the blip had gone crazy! It was barely visible in a cloud 
of snow. Tasia slowed the Lancia and stared at the little screen in 
puzzlement. Snow? It was as if the imminent storm had somehow 


invaded the radar screen! 

Tasia braked to a halt. The blip vanished from the screen, though 
the beep still came in loud and clear. Tasia muttered an indelicate 
Russian word. What the hell was going on? 

She had halted in bleak and desolate country. Tall pines stippled 
the piedmont rolling away like surf to the not so distant mountains. 
The girl climbed from the big car and stared around. The silence was 
oppressive and she welcomed the harsh jeer of a crow as it fluttered 
from a pine. 

Something glittered in a tall pine near the road. She went closer to 
inspect it and suddenly understood. Foil! Long strips of silver foil 
festooning the tree. Tasia inspected the road ahead of her, kneeling to 
get a better view in the slanting, cloud-refracted light. The road ahead 
was Uttered with the silver snakes of foil ! 

Her heart went sick in her breast. Foil! Judas had scattered it to 
fool the radar! that in itself was bad enough, but there was worse! It 
meant that Judas knew or suspected— 

The rifle shot came clear and sharp in the quiet. The bullet bored a 
neat hole in the Lancia’s windshield and sped on its way. 

From a clump of pines near the road a voice called in a harsh 
Catalan accent, “Alto! Pare, Senorita! Please to put up the hands!”p > 

Slowly, filled with despair and anger at herself, Tasia Loften raised 
her hands. This was the end. Judas had been only toying with her. She 
had been a fool to think she could rescue the Englishwoman alone. 

A moment later she was surrounded by a dozen roughly dressed 
men. They were all warmly dressed and heavily armed. Several of 
them carried tommy guns and heavy bandoleers. They surveyed her 
with great interest and passed obscene comments between themselves. 
She was roughly searched and the little automatic was taken. The man 
who took it muttered in appreciation and stroked her soft inner thighs 
with a horny hand. Tasia swung at him and, catching him off balance 
and kneeling, knocked him sprawling. There was much laughter at 
this. 

“Muy bella,” said a tall man who gave orders. “But a hellcat, this 
one! But come, companeros, it grows as cold as El Caudillo’s heart! Let 
us hurry! There is wine at the monasterio and food. Also a fire. 
Blindfold this puta and fetch her along!” 

Just before a dirty handkerchief was tied over her eyes Tasia 
caught a wink of light high on the slope. She had seen such a flash of 
light only recently at the pink villa. Someone was watching them from 
the mountain-side. For an instant her heart leaped wildly with hope— 
could it be Nick? But no! It couldn’t be the American agent! She had 
seen to that! 

As she’stood blindfolded she heard a jeep grind down the slope in 


four-wheel drive. She was pushed into the vehicle and it went 
careening away. She heard the Lancia following along behind. 

Half an hour later the blindfold was removed. Tasia found herself 
in an elegant little office in a round tower. One of the towers of the 
monasterio, she judged. It was a snug little room, heated by an electric 
fire. From behind a huge desk Judas stared at her and washed his tiny 
hands. 

Judas said: “It was very ill advised of you to try to follow me, Miss 
Zaloff. Most ill advised! Did you really think I would not take 
adequate precautions? Do you take me for a fool, then?” 

The girl did not answer. She stared sullenly at the floor, conscious 
of a sense of relief that the man Skull was not around. Her nerves, 
already at the breaking point, could not abide much of Skull! 

Judas finished washing his hands and built a little tower with his 
fingers. He peered over the tower at the girl, his blank dark eyes 
exploring her from head to foot. Spittle drooled from the corners of 
his rictus smile. He reminded her of a grotesque and evil little clown. 

It was a minute before Judas spoke. Then, “I was most displeased 
with you at first, Miss Zaloff, but now that I have thought it over 1 
have nearly changed my mind. Perhaps it is for the best, after all. I am 
having a bit of trouble with your friend, Alicia Todd. She is most 
obdurate! She will not eat and now, just a few minutes ago, she 
refused her usual dosage of heroin! I am afraid that the scales have 
fallen from her eyes, and that she begins to see her position more 
clearly. You might be of great use to me, Miss Zaloff. Or shall I call 
you Tasia? Since that is the name you have chosen for your cover?” 

“What does it matter what you call me?” said Tasia with a scowl 
on her lovely face. “You have won. I have lost! You know what that 
means in my country. I am finished!” 

“Not necessarily.” Judas leaned to stare at her. His rictus twitched 
and Tasia thought that he must be trying to smile. The effect was pure 
horror. 

“Not necessarily,” Judas repeated. “As I say the woman, Todd, is 
proving difficult. If she does not take her heroin she will go to pieces! 
She may even lose her mind. You, Miss Zaloff, Tasia, will have to 
persuade her to take it! You should be able to handle her without 
difficulty—you see, I know of your relationship with this woman. She 
is a Lesbian and in love with you. You have, in fact, been lovers! She 
will be overjoyed to have you back. You may even be able to coax her 
into cooperating with me—to tell me her secret. The formula!” 

Tasia shook her head. “No—she will not! She would not even 
discuss it with me.” Her face had reddened at the man’s blunt 
description of her affair with the Englishwoman, but she forgot it now. 
Judas was up to something. He said he needed her. And he had not 


killed her yet! Perhaps there was still hope. But she would need all her 
guile, all her cunning, to outwit this little devil! 

Judas was staring with his blank eyes. “I think that perhaps you 
did not try very hard, my dear. You would have had orders not to 
push her too hard, I am sure of that. Your people want her to come 
behind the iron curtain of her own free will, to cooperate fully and out 
of conviction!” Judas gave a moist little chuckle. “I can understand 
that. In the circumstances, the most unusual circumstances, it is the 
only way! It is the very devil, of course, that the woman has never 
written anything down! It complicates matters enormously!” 

Judas washed his hands, an odd glint in his blackberry eyes. “It 
ties my hands, as it were. Most unfortunate! One cannot, er, 
experiment with this woman as one would normally do! It is like 
balancing a crate of eggs—one is afraid of spoiling the merchandise!” 

Tasia scowled at him. “You mean you can’t afford to take the risk 
of torturing her!” 

Judas nodded. “If you like—you are bluntly spoken, Tasia. But that 
is all right with me. I dislike subtle people, other than myself. But let 
us explore the possibilities in this situation, now that you are my 
guest. And now that Nick Carter is out of the way! That was quite 
clever of you, my dear. I saw you do it, of course, and one of my men 
followed you and saw you make a phone call. He also saw you fall 
against poor Skull and plant this on him!” 

Judas reached into his desk drawer. He tossed the silver lighter on 
the desk. “Clever enough, I suppose, but a little old hat these days. I 
am a bit surprised at Carter—I had expected better of him. Perhaps he 
is losing his grip.” 

As this evil gnome talked Tasia’s mind was racing, exploring every 
possibility. He was leading up to something. She decided to play 
along. Watch and wait for her opportunity! 

“Carter is a fool,” she said. “Like all Americans he is conceited. He 
thinks he is the best in the world—and even if he fails he thinks he 
can always fall back on dollars!” 

Judas’ fingers were tiny pink snakes as he twisted them together. 
“So he can,” he murmured softly. “So he can—and there is nothing 
wrong with American dollars, my dear girl! Even if I deal with your 
people, which 1 much prefer to do, I shall insist on payment in 
dollars! That must be clearly understood from the beginning!” 

Tasia decided to risk dropping her bluff. She began to see where he 
was leading. It was a risk she had to take. 

“T can be of no use to you,” she told him bluntly. “I have failed in 
my mission, which was simply to get the Englishwoman behind our 
borders. 1 have no dollars to offer you. My superiors will disown me 
now—when I return to Russia I will probably be shot!” 


The little hands played patty-cake. “I know all that, dear Tasia. I 
know it well! But—I have a plan! It may very well solve everything. 
You will come to work for me! I have lost some good agents recently 
and I need replacements. With your training and experience you could 
be very valuable to me! And your people will acknowledge you and 
deal with me through you—if I insist! As I shall! You can still make 
the deal, and be safely guarded all the time! Your people may not like 
it, but they will submit. They are interested in Alicia Todd, not you!” 

It was true. Tasia knew it. She might even get away with it —for a 
time. Sooner or later, of course, Smersh would get her. They never 
forgot or forgave. Her file would remain active until it was stamped in 
red ink: Executed! But for now—why not pretend to go along? She 
had nothing to lose, absolutely nothing. 

Judas was staring at her again. The little dark eyes were X-ray 
beams boring into her. His rictus stretched in an attempt at a normal 
smile. Spittle drooled and he wiped it away. “I see that you are 
considering my offer,” he said. “Good. I will give you a few hours to 
think it over. You must be very sure, my dear, because if you he to 
me, if you attempt to double-cross me, some very nasty things will 
happen to you! You will not be killed! That would be too easy. No! I 
shall simply give you to Skull, to have as his very own! He is quite 
enamoured of you now, you know!” 

Tasia could not repress the convulsive shudder. Judas pounced on 
it like a hawk. “Ah—I see that you are impressed! Afraid! I can’t say 
that I blame you, my dear. You will, of course, have nothing to fear 
from me in that way! My—my tastes run to a—a different sort of 
thing!” A coarse red tongue darted out to lick at the rigid lips. “But 
Skull is another matter —he loves women! All women, though of 
course he prefers the pretty ones! He is, as the Spanish say, muy 
lujurioso! He can never get enough, never be satisfied. And, as you 
may imagine from his size, he is admirably equipped!” 

The girl’s face was burning. Blood pounded in her temples. The 
little obscenity behind the desk was still leering at her, enjoying her 
discomfiturte. Yet she forced herself to look straight into those dark 
gimlet eyes. 

“It is true that I am afraid of Skull,” she said. “He makes me think 
of snakes in the dark. But you do not need him to make me obey—at 
least not in this matter. We want the same thing. If I can get the 
Englishwoman into Russia I will have done my duty and I will be 
content. Even if—if I can never go back to my country.” 

Judas nodded. “I see. They got you young and trained you well! 
That is good—once you have learned to obey orders it does not much 
matter who gives them. It is agreed, then? You will take care of Alicia 
Todd? Get her back on her drug? It will not be easy, you know. She is 


in very bad shape. You must be very clever, very kind, and most 
reassuring. Her nerves must be restored. Afterward, but only 
afterward, you may resume your attempt to brainwash her if you like. 
It will be easier for everyone if she is cooperative. You might even 
attempt to get her to write down the formula, though 1 doubt success 
there. She is not that crazy yet!” 

Tasia said that she also doubted it. They would have no way of 
checking. Alicia Todd could give them any meaningless scrawl of 
symbols. 

Judas agreed. “You are right. We must plan on delivering the 
entire package unharmed and in A-! condition. That will be your main 
task, my girl. And you must do it swiftly. When she is in condition we 
will get in touch with your people by radio and set up the deal. My 
transmitter will reach anywhere in the world and I am sure you know 
the proper procedures.” 

Tasia stood up. “You’d better take me to her now.” 

“One more moment, please.” Judas was trying to smile again. 
Spittle drooled furiously down his chin. He wiped it away. From his 
pocket he took a flat black metal container the size of a sardine can. 
There were two buttons on it. One red. One black. Judas put it on the 
desk before him. He wiggled an imperative finger. “Sit down, Tasia. I 
have not quite finished.” 

The girl sank wearily back into the chair. What now? Her head was 
spinning. She needed to be alone for a time, or at least away from 
Judas. She had to think, to plan! 

Judas tapped the flat black metal box with a finger. “It may seem, 
my dear, that I am harping unduly on Skull. Perhaps I am. But I must 
be sure that you really understand your position! You have an agile 
and well trained mind, and right now you are trying to think of ways 
to get the best of me.” 

“No! I—” 

Judas held up a hand. “Don’t bother to lie! I know what you are 
thinking—and I don’t blame you. I’d do the same in your place. But 
I’m not in your place! You are. I want to be sure that you understand 
what that place is, what it means! In short, my dear, and I make no 
bones about it, I am going to rule you by terror! You will obey 
because you are afraid of the consequences! So you must fully 
understand those consequences—and I do not now speak of death!” 

Judas tapped the little black box again. “You must understand 
about Skull. He is not a normal human being—and I do not allude to 
his size. He is, in fact, sort of a zombie! A walking corpse! He was 
dead when I discovered him! 

“He was lying on a slab in a morgue in a small town in Poland. He 
had been dead for perhaps ten minutes or a little more, so there was 


considerable brain damage by the time he was revived. You are 
following me?” 

Tasia felt cold all over. Her knees had begun a spastic little tremor 
and she jammed her feet hard against the floor to halt it. There was a 
ring of truth in what Judas was telling her now and she listened with 
a sort of fascinated horror. If he meant to frighten her, she admitted, 
he was succeeding. 

“No matter how; I chanced to be there,” Judas went on. “I was. 
And I was instrumental in having that huge body brought to life again. 
Ha had suffered a simple heart attack, as a matter of fact, and it was 
not too difficult. Digitalis, electric shock, massage—he was brought 
back! But keeping the great oaf alive was another matter. His heart is 
too small for his huge body! But that problem was solved also, at least 
for the time being. I ordered an operation and a heart stimulator, a 
pacemaker, was inserted in Skull’s abdomen. You have heard of these 
ingenious little gadgets?” 

The girl nodded. Her eyes strayed to the flat black metal case. 
“Yes. I know of them. Our doctors also do these things.” What was the 
man getting at now? 

Judas made a tower with his fingers. He drooled. He wiped it 
away. He said: “So now our poor Skull is full of batteries and wires! 
Electrodes, I believe they are called. It works very well, this device. 
Eventually, of course, the poor fellow will need new batteries.” The 
rictus quivered. “I may permit that, I may not. It will depend on 
Skull’s value to me at the time. But that is of no moment now. This is! 
Let me explain.” 

Judas held up the flat metal case for her to see. “I went a small 
step farther. I had this made. It is most ingenious. It is an electronic 
device very much like those TV guns—you understand? You can press 
a button and change programs or shut off the set without leaving your 
chair? This is like that—only I can press a button and stop Skull’s 
heart!” 

Tasia knew he was speaking the truth. It was the sort of monstrous 
thing he would dream up. 

Judas tapped the red button lightly, not pressing it. “This one! I 
press it and Skull’s heart stops beating. I press the black button and it 
starts again. Of course I dare not wait too long— as I said there is 
brain damage already, and too long a wait would be fatal to poor 
Skull. So I am very careful. I still need him.” 

Tasia forced herself to speak, to attempt to break the evil spell this 
vile little man was casting. 

“Why do you tell me all this?” 

Judas wiped his mouth. “For your own sake, my dear. Truly I do. 
Because of a funny thing—this black button! If I press it once Skull 


merely revives. But if I press it more than once, several times, a most 
interesting phenomenon occurs. Skull’s heart is speeded up a hundred 
times. Maybe more. He literally goes wild. And this wildness, this 
frenzy, takes a sexual form, my dear! A sexual outlet, if you 
understand me. Skull becomes insatiable! You would not be neglected, 
my girl, of that I can assure you. Under the stimulus of this device 
Skull is capable of twenty-four-hour performance without stopping! 
You would not enjoy it, Tasia! Certainly you would never forget it—if 
you lived! Which I doubt. And now, dear girl, have I made myself 
quite clear?” 

She could no longer bear to look at him. Tasia stared at the floor. 
Every nerve was screaming. She could hardly get the words out. “You 
have. If I disobey or try to double-cross you —you will turn me over 
to Skull?” 

“Quite right, my dear. To be more exact—I will lock you in one of 
the monk’s cells with Skull and press the black button half a dozen 
times. I leave the rest to your imagination!” 

A fit of trembling overcame the girl. She was furious at herself but 
could not halt the tremors. She leaned forward and clutched her 
knees, her pretty face contorted. 

Judas appeared satisfied. He got up and came around the desk. He 
patted her shoulder lightly. “Come—come! Pull yourself together—I 
am sure it will not come to that. You seem to have gotten the 
message. Now we will go to the Englishwoman. She is in the north 
tower.” 

Tasia followed the little man through a maze of winding dark 
corridors. The walls were of stone, dark and slimy. There was open 
wiring and an occasional dim bulb. Their footsteps resounded 
hollowly. 

“We are rather primitive here,” murmured Judas. “As it is I have 
spent a great deal of money on the place. Too much, really. But then I 
shall get it all back when our little deal goes through. And it has its 
advantages—it is a deserted monastery and no one ever comes 
around. And it is very close to the French border. I have made it into a 
fortress and I really feel quite secure here.” He seemed to be talking to 
himself, paying no attention to the girl trotting along behind. 

From time to time they passed little cells opening off the corridors. 
Bleak little square boxes of stone with a single high window. In 
several of them Tasia noticed what could only be coffins! Coffins? Her 
mind rejected the idea. The place had been deserted for nearly a 
hundred years—why would coffins be around? Must be some sort of 
storage crates. 

But as they came to a turn in the corridor there was another cell 
and another of the long boxes. Judas, turning, saw her glance. And 


read her thoughts. “Yes. They’re coffins. The order of monks that built 
this place used to sleep in them! Rather an unpleasant thought, eh?” 

He daubed at spittle. “Most unpleasant. They couldn’t wait, it 
seems. Had to sample death beforehand. I, personally, am not in such 
a rush.” And he gave her his obscene little travesty of a smile. 

He led her through an archway and they began to climb a twisting 
stone stair. Over his shoulder Judas said: “They imported wood to 
make those coffins. Ironwood, I think. They’ll last forever.” 

They emerged from the tower onto a battlemented wall. The place, 
from this coign, seemed more a castle than a monastery. Again Judas 
seemed to read her thoughts. He was uncanny. 

“They had to defend themselves, you know. The monks. Mostly 
against the Moors, I presume. You should see the dungeons, my dear. 
Very deep and dark and wet! There is an underground stream. But 
then”—and he gave his moist chuckle —’perhaps we shouldn’t talk 
about dungeons. I hope you never, er, have to see them!” 

He led the way along the wall. Tasia, trained to observe, made 
good use of the opportunity. It might all come in handy. Sooner or 
later she was going to have to break out of this place. The thought of 
Skull came and she quailed. But she forced herself to observe and 
make mental notes. 

The monasterio was built in the shape of a great rectangle. 

At each corner was a tower built of rubble. On the flat top of each 
tower was mounted a machine gun, squat and-ugly on its tripod. Each 
gun was attended by two men in berets. In addition there were armed 
men patrolling the walls. Fortress indeed, thought Tasia. How could 
she possibly get out? Or anyone else get in? 

The walls were surrounded on all four sides by a wide dry moat. 
Tasia saw a gleam of water in the distance and guessed there would be 
a sluiceway. Judas could flood the moat whenever he chose. Beyond 
the moat was a tall fence of cruel barbed wire. Judas saw her glance 
and said, “The fence is electrified. Turned on every night. And wild 
bulls are turned into the moat to roam free. Savage creatures, my 
bulls! But come, my dear. We must get to work. There is no time to 
waste.” 

There was a vast courtyard within the walls and a scatter of lesser 
buildings. Tasia saw cooks at work in one of them. Several fires blazed 
in the courtyard and groups of men were huddled about them. The 
men all wore berets and heavy sheepskin coats. Heavy leather 
bandoleers criss-crossed their chests. All carried rifles slung over their 
shoulders. Judas, the girl noted, had a formidable little army! 

The wind was rising steadily, gusting and roaring around the 
battlements and towers, blasting gusts of snow before it. The sky was 
the color of lead. 


Judas gazed at the sky and laughed. “One of the famous September 
storms! It is good! It will help ensure our privacy!” 

They had walked the length of the battlement to reach another 
tower. It was the tallest of the four and, in addition to rubble, had 
been partially finished in ashlar stone. Judas stood aside to let the girl 
enter a narrow arched door. “Our English guest has the best 
accommodations,” he said. “Aside from my own, of course.” 

They were at the foot of stairs twisting upward when the scream 
came. 

High, shrill, long drawn out and fraught with terror such as Tasia 
had not dreamed could exist. The very essence of horror and fear, that 
scream. It came from the quivering jelly of a soul going mad! 

The scream ended abruptly. Judas muttered a curse and leaped up 
the stairs. He fumbled in his pocket as he ran and took out the black 
metal case. Tasia pounded after him. Skull! It had to be. Skull was 
after Alicia Todd! 

Judas, running with amazing speed, dashed down a short corridor 
at the top of the stairs. He came to a door protected by a hanging 
drape and flung the drape aside. Tasia was just behind him, gazing 
over his shoulder. She was never to forget the terrible little tableau! 

Skull loomed over the Englishwoman like a giant over a pigmy! He 
had stifled her scream with one huge hand. The hand covered the 
woman’s entire face and pinned her to a narrow cot. With his other 
hand Skull was methodically ripping away her clothes. They were the 
same clothes in which she had left the pink villa. Now the woman’s 
sport shirt was torn away to reveal a black bra. Skull, in one tearing 
rip, tore away the woman’s shorts! Her thin legs waved pitifully in the 
air as she squirmed and writhed in the giant’s grasp. 

Skull was totally unaware of their presence. He tore at the 
woman’s white briefs. His nails left bloody tracks on her pale belly. 
Skull’s flat features were contorted in an ecstasy of anticipation. Skull 
was ready! With a pang of terrible nausea Tasia saw the huge phallus, 
of equine proportion, thrusting rigid from the monster’s groin. She 
was going to be sick! She was being sick! Yet she could not turn away, 
could not tear her eyes from that horrible male symbol, that massive 
club of brute flesh! 

Judas swore softly at her side. He made no move to enter the 
room. He pressed the red button on the little metal case! 

Skull stiffened. His huge body arched and strained, tensed, as a 
man in the electric chair tenses when the current hits him! Skull tried 
to turn, to look at them. Halfway around he began to fall. He fell 
slowly, his head arched back and his ugly mouth distorted. He clawed 
at his chest with great hands, ripping his shirt open. Then he crashed 
to the stone floor of the little room. The sound was of a tall tree 


crashing in the forest. 

Judas went into action. Although Tasia hated and loathed the little 
man she had to admire his competence. 

He glanced at a watch on his wrist. “I can keep him out for two or 
three minutes, no more! Pick up the woman and carry her down the 
corridor to the next cell. Keep her there until I bring Skull back and 
get him out of here. He mustn’t see her when he comes back to life! 
When we’re gone bring her back here. Give her a shot while she’s in 
shock. Double dose! Here.” He handed her a hypo and a small vial. 
“Hurry now. I’ll be back as soon as I can!” 

Tasia picked up the Englishwoman and carried her out of the 
room. She had to step over Skull, lying inert as a log on the floor. The 
giant’s face was a suffused purple. Cyanosis was already setting in. 
Tasia prayed fervently that this time Judas would not be able to bring 
the man back! 

The cell was barren except for a large coffin in one corner. The 
coffin was lidded, and Tasia stretched Alicia Todd on it. 

The woman was unconscious, breathing harshly, her sallow small 
features beaded with sweat. Her dark hair was lank and stringy about 
her face. Great black half-moons puffed the flesh under her eyes. Tasia 
had never really liked the woman, and had abhored letting her make 
love to her, but now she felt an instant of pity. Alicia Todd was in the 
middle of Hell! Trying to come off the drug, cold turkey, and now 
Skull’s attack! It was enough to drive anyone mad! 

Rapidly she prepared the hypo and slipped it into the woman’s 
arm. There was no alcohol, nothing. Infection would have to be 
risked. She arranged the slender limbs and left the woman on the 
coffin top. She went to the door and peered out. 

Skull staggered out of the room down the corridor. He wavered 
and clung to the wall for support. Behind him came Judas, the metal 
case in his hand. He was unleashing a string of soft voiced invective at 
the big man. Skull staggered on down the corridor, apparently 
unhearing. 

Tasia ducked back into the barren little cell and stood staring at 
the unconscious woman on the coffin lid. She had a strong 
premonition. The English was not going to recover so rapidly from 
this experience—perhaps she would never recover! Then what? 

Her orders were to kill Alicia Todd if she could not find a means of 
getting her safely into Russia! Kill her! But how? She had no weapon. 

Her hands? Tasia glanced down at her hands. They were delicate 
hands, yet strong and sturdy enough for the job. She walked to the 
coffin and gazed at the woman, thinking that she already resembled a 
corpse more than a little. Tasia’s hands curled into two cruel little 
flesh hooks. Then they relaxed. Not yet! There was still some small 


degree of hope. The woman might not lose her mind. She might, after 
what she had been through, turn totally to Tasia and reveal all her 
secrets. The girl might, if she were cunning enough and awaited her 
chance, be able to outwit Judas! A lot of maybes! 

Suddenly Tasia found herself almost smiling. Nick Carter, the 
American agent, might show up and get her out of this! She felt a 
strange little glow course through her, a delicious and forbidden 
tremor. Nick would come. She was sure of it! 


Chapter 10 


THE THIRD SPIDER 


Life’s darkest hour! 

N3, scarred veteran that he was, knew the deadly and insidious 
toxicity of despair. It could lead to lethargy, apathy and a lack of will 
to fight against overwhelming odds. It took all his steely will power to 
fight back now! Always a realist, he had to admit that matters were 
grim. They had not tortured him yet, but that would come. He would 
have to endure, at least while there was hope of escape. 

He could, of course, escape torture and death by revealing his 
identity as an AXE agent. It was unthinkable that he do so—short of a 
firing squad! Or the gallows! Of all countries Spain most hated having 
foreign agents operate on its soil! If Nick admitted his identity there 
would be some very nasty repercussions. Hawk, Nick thought now as 
he sat on a pile of mouldy straw, would probably prefer to have him 
shot first! 

N3 was in a dungeon deep under the police station. The trouble 
was that it was not a dungeon in the ordinary sense. It was a small 
dank cubicle of stone without windows or doors. The only opening 
was in the ceiling! 

Had there been a door he might have had a chance. He had been 
trained to pick nearly any lock in the world! Or he might have been 
able to entice his warders into the cell with him for a moment—which 
would have been fatal for them! But now, for one of the very few 
times in his life, N3 found himself helpless. La policia were taking no 
chances with a Spider! The only opening into the cell was a three by 
three iron trapdoor— fifteen feet over his head! They had slugged him 
and dropped him into the cell like a bag of coal. His bones still ached 
from the fall, but he knew he was lucky that he had fallen into damp 
straw and had not broken a bone. 

The trapdoor was not solid, but a grille, and it permitted a 
minimum of dark greenish light to sift down into the cubicle. Not that 
it did him any good. There was nothing to see but the four walls, 
slimy and moss-grown and a good ten feet through/The floor was of 
stone also, ankle deep in filthy straw. Things crawled in it. Tljere were 
no rats and this Nick could understand—rats wouldn’t stay in a hole 
like this! 

He was as near admitting defeat as he had ever been. 

Houdini couldn’t have wormed his way out of this one! They had 


searched him thoroughly and taken everything. He had only the 
clothes he stood in. Not even cigarettes and matches had been left 
him. 

A large scorpion-like creature scuttled past his foot and Nick 
kicked at it in futile rage. He cursed the Russian girl and himself and 
Hawk and Gay Lord and Pepe and the Spiders and anyone else he 
could think of. Cursing gained him not a thing, but giving vent to his 
feelings helped a little. But he must face it! Time was of the essence 
and he had just about run out of essence! Mission Sappho was going 
down the drain with every tick of the clock—had there been a clock! 

Footsteps sounded overhead and the trapdoor was raised. A little 
more light filtered into his den. Here it comes, N3 thought with bitter 
resignation. The Inquisition begins! 

But it was only a policeman with his dinner. The swarthy face 
peered down at him. “Comida, Senor! I hope you enjoy your sandwich 
—we have made it especially for you! It is meat of a cowardly bull 
that was slaughtered only yesterday!” Another man laughed. “Tell the 
norteamericano to eat it all. He will need strength for what is 
coming!” 

Nick took the pail that had been lowered on a rope. As he did so 
he glanced up at the guard. He thought he saw the man wink! Then 
the trapdoor was slammed down and the footsteps retreated. 

Nick stared at the pail in his hand. Wink? Surely not. It had been 
some trick of the light. Why should the guard wink at him? Yet he was 
puzzled as he explored the contents of the pail—there had been a 
certain peculiar inflection in the man’s voice! Or was that his 
imagination, too? Maybe he was really losing his marbles in this hell- 
hole! 

The pail contained only a sandwich and a tin cup of water, Nick 
drank the water—he was parched—and regarded the sandwich. It was 
thick, of coarse black bread and meat. He lifted the top piece of bread 
and there it was. 

A tiny golden spider! 

The thing was still alive. It wriggled and scuttled about on the slab 
of meat. Nick flicked it off with a finger. He explored beneath the 
meat and found a flimsy bit of paper—a single cigarette paper! One 
word scrawled on it. 

Medianoehe—midnight! 

N3 went back to his pallet of stinking straw and relaxed. He was 
not alone! He allowed himself to slip into a semi-yoga trance, calming 
his mind, relaxing his muscles. He had a chance now. A chance for 
action! A chance to get out of this cage and be his own master again! 
He felt enormously better. He had no idea of the time, but knew he 
would recognize midnight when it came. Probably all hell was going 


to break loose b 

While he waited he toyed with a strange equation in motive, 
capability, and desire. It could be Judas who intended to rescue him! 
That would be irony to the nth degree! But it made a sort of insane 
logic—Judas wanted his dollars and Judas wanted to kill him! He 
could satisfy neither desire if Nick was locked in a dungeon! 

But somehow Nick did not think it was Judas—he was betting on 
El Lobo, the leader of the smaller band of Spiders. Somehow the old 
wolf had found out about his plight and wanted him out—for reasons 
of his own! Nick did not worry about it. After a time, calm and ready, 
he relaxed on the straw and went soundly to sleep. 

The bitter, hollow crump of a grenade awoke him. N3 came to his 
feet instantly, alert and ready. From above came the rush of many feet 
and much shouting. A tommy gun burst into spastic fury. Another 
grenade exploded. Then another. N3 was impressed. El Lobo, if it was 
he, didn’t monkey around. He had a nice little war going up there! 

The trapdoor was thrown open with a clang. A masked face peered 
down at him. A high soprano voice said, “You are Senor Cartair?” 

Christ! A girl! Nick said, “At your service, Senorita!” 

A knotted rope was dropped through the trapdoor. “Climb, Senor! 
Make it muy pronto! We must get out of this accursed place at once!” 

Nick went up the rope like a Hindu in search of Karma. The girl 
was carrying two tommy guns. She tossed one to him. “Come! Pronto- 
pronto! Do not kill more than you must!” 

Nick followed her through the long stone corridors. She flitted 
ahead of him like a speedy little ghost. A ghost in baggy corduroys 
and a black leather windbreaker. Her trousers were tucked into G1 
combat boots. She ran with a loud cop-clopping noise. 

They rounded a corner and Nick nearly tripped over the bodies of 
two Guardia Civil. The girl spat as they passed. “iBastardosl” 

There came another rattle of machine gun fire from above stairs. A 
grenade whomped in an enclosed space and Nick thought of the Villa 
Gay. These Spiders were experts too! 

They reached a broad shallow flight of steps leading up to the 
station. It was guarded at the top by a steel portcullis which was 
raised. The girl whirled on Nick. “Pronto now! Mucho cuidadol We 
are only ten and some have been killed—and la Guardia will be 
sending reinforcements. We must be quick!” 

She turned and ran up the steps. Nick followed, his tommy gun 
ready for action. They ducked beneath the portcullis and ran through 
a narrow hallway into a broad corridor running the length of the 
police station. The corridor was filled with smoke and the stench of 
cordite. Nick could hear groans coming from the front of the station. 

The girl pointed to her left. “Adelante! Through the back. A truck 


waits! Hurry!” 

Nick ran. As he neared the back entrance he heard the girl calling, 
“Carlos! Mendoza! Raphael! Pronto-pronto— Por aqui! I will cover 
you!” 

Nick-stopped at the door and glanced back. He saw three burly 
men, also masked, running down the corridor toward him. The girl 
lagged behind, backing slowly. 

One of the men grabbed at Nick. “Tonto—fool! Get going! This is 
not a picnic! Move!” 

Nick wriggled from the man’s grasp. Three Guardia had just 
rounded the corner into the corridor. Nick raised his tommy gun and 
let go a burst. One of the police fell. The man grappled with him 
again, cursing. “We do not do this for fun, Sehorl For the love of God 
come on!” 

Nick, even as he was dragged out the door, watched the girl. She 
fell to one knee and let go with her tommy gun. Short, expert bursts. 
The two remaining Guardia reeled and fell. The girl lingered to put 
another burst into the bodies, then leaped up and ran like a hare for 
the rear door. Nick was bustled out into a bricked courtyard. Some 
girl! Cool as a cucumber and as deadly as a viper! He wondered who 
she was? 

He ran across bricks now slick and iced with a slow falling sleet. It 
was pitch dark except for blackout lights on a delapi-dated truck. 
Wind howled through the courtyard like a banshee. It was very cold. 

N3 was lifted and hurled into the back of the truck by husky arms. 
Men piled in on top of him in grunting, cursing disorder. The girl was 
last to vault the tail-gate of the truck. She yelled a command at the 
driver. 

‘“§Salio! jMuy pronto! To the Street of the Crossbow! And be 
careful, hombre! If you hit anything we’ve had it!” 

The truck roared from the courtyard into a narrow alley. It was a 
ride Nick never forgot. The driver was either expert beyond all 
dreaming or he had been blessed by every saint in the hagiology! Tires 
screamed at unbearable torture. Once they bounced and slid along a 
wall. Every corner was taken on two wheels—at times it seemed like 
fewer—and Nick began to feel some faint regret for his secure and 
steady little dungeon. 

No one paid any attention to him. He sat on the bucking floor, 
hemmed into a corner, surrounded by a compounded odor of sweat 
and blood and cheap brandy and tobacco. Every time he bounced the 
tommy gun bit him painfully in the ribs. 

The girl was speaking. Nick was again impressed by the respect 
paid her by the rough band. She was the boss, el jefe, and no doubts 
about it! 


“How many have we lost?” Speaking now in relative calm her 
voice was deeper, not so shrill. Nick thought it a pleasant voice. 

A man answered. “Three, Senorita. All dead.” 

“You are sure of that?” 

Another man, who appeared to be second in command, answered. 
“T am sure, Carmena mio. Two were dead instantly —Ricardo was gut 
shot and would have taken long to die. I cut his throat in person!” 

There was an instant of silence in the wildly lurching truck. Then 
the girl said, “Bien! It would not do to leave him for those bastardos! 
So we are seven left, si? It is not so bad. You have done well. El Lobo 
will be pleased.” 

Finally the truck stopped on the outskirts of Gerona. Nick was 
taken to a squat stone house inside a barrera. The house was dark. The 
men and the girl spoke in whispers and no one smoked. The sky had 
come down like a leaden canopy and the night was luminous with 
snow. Wind gouged at Nick’s face with chill fingers. 

More stairs. Down and down to a great arching cavern where 
torches smoked in iron sconces set into the dripping walls. There was 
a long table made of planks laid over casks, and a few ancient chairs. 
In a corner Nick saw piles of barrels and boxes and burlap wrapped 
bales. He thought of Pablo. The kid should see this—a real 
contrabandista setup! 

Someone gave him a chair and handed him a wine skin. He knew 
the trick of old and expertly squirted a warm red stream into his 
mouth. It was an excellent canario! 

Other wine skins were being passed around. The men retired to 
benches or pallets strewn about the perimeter of the cavern and 
busied themselves with their own affairs. Yet N3 was very conscious 
of their eyes on himself and the girl. They were alert, these ruffians. 
Ready for anything. The girl was well served—and well guarded! 

They faced each other across the rude table. She took off her beret 
and shook out a mass of short brown curls. The fat tallow candles 
struck sparks from her hair. She combed it with fingers that were 
brown and dirty, yet with an elegant daintiness about them. Her eyes, 
regarding him through the holes in the domino mask, were a candid 
dark gray. She reached up and pulled off the mask. 

Nick Carter caught his breath. She was nothing but a child! A 
beautiful child! An olive-skinned, oval-faced little beauty. Slim as a 
boy, her femaleness lost in the oversize male clothing she wore. She 
slipped out of the heavy leather jacket and he saw two delectable little 
bumps on the front of her thin blouse. A child! 

Before he could stop himself he blurted, “How old are you?” 

The gray eyes chilled. She put a sharp little chin on one dirty palm 
and regarded him with disfavor. “That is none of your business, Senor! 


But I suppose you cannot help it—it is well known that 
norteamericanos have no manners. I am seventeen.” 

“De veras?” Nick tried to turn on his charm. He was tired and 
filthy and unshaven. He was worried and on edge. Yet he needed this 
girl and her people desperately and did not want to go off on the 
wrong foot. He smiled at her, the smile that had been the undoing of 
many a worldly and sophisticated woman. “Lo siento,” he added. “I’m 
sorry. I did not mean to pry. I think I am still a little confuso! You and 
your men have done an incredible thing!” 

She did not appear impressed. “Nada! I but obey the orders of El 
Lobo. He is an old fool in many things, but this time he may be right. 
We have helped you, Sehor. Now you must help us!” 

Nick was conscious that the talk about them had ceased. Every 
man was listening. He also began to realize that, although they had 
rescued him, snatched him from under the noses of the police, he was 
still not a member of the club! He was very much on probation. The 
thing began to look like a straight business deal! Well, there was 
nothing wrong in that. 

Assuming a nonchalance that he did not quite feel, he picked up 
the wine skin and drank again. There was a pack of Toro cigarettes 
lying on the table and he helped himself, lighting from a candle. The 
harsh tobacco made him cough. When he had play-acted long enough, 
and acutely conscious of time slipping away, he put his elbows on the 
planks and leaned toward the girl. “You did not rescue me for the fun 
of it, Sehorita! I have many things to do and there is not much time! 
Suppose you tell me what is in your mind—muy pronto" 

The deep gray eyes studied him. She also lit a Toro. She did not 
cough. Smoke leaked from that small exquisite straight nose. N3 
remembered how she had knelt and machine-gunned the two Guardia 
Civil. Seventeen hell! She was as old as the world! 

“You are right, Sehor Cartair! There is no time to waste. 

We leave this place within the hour to go to the mountains where 
El Lobo awaits us—waits for you! But first there are many things you 
must know!” 

Nick smiled. “I listen.” He was conscious of the beginning hum of 
conversation about them. The bandidos—for what else were they?— 
had lost interest for the moment. 

The girl’s red mouth quirked in a little smile. Her teeth were small 
and perfect, a polished white. “It is said, Senor, that you are a 
norteamericano agent! El Lobo says it. It is also said that you are the 
best of all such agents—that you are muy clever! That you are a killer, 
also! These things El Lobo says, mind you! I do not necessarily agree, 
you understand! If you are so clever why were you in prison? Why did 
I have to lose three good men rescuing you?” 


Nick felt himself redden. The little chit! She was really putting the 
spurs to him! Then he grinned. You had to hand it to the kid—she 
really laid it on the line! 

“That was unfortunate,” he said. “A woman betrayed me. I will 
take care of her when I find her!” 

“You are a fool to trust a woman, Senor!” She stared at him with 
those young-old eyes. “But no matter! We have found the woman for 
you—we have found both women for you! The English and the 
Russian girl. The man called Judas has them!” 

Nick sat up straight. So J had Tasia also? “Where?” 

“In an old monasterio near the village of Prats de Motlo. It lies in 
the Col de Aras—it is a pass that my people know well. It leads into 
France.” 

N3 nodded slowly and sucked at his cigarette. So the man Pepe 
had not lied. Those had been the names gasped out by the terrified 
peasant. 

“T have heard of these places,” he told the girl. “This El Lobo, the 
wolf, he is there now? He is fighting the man Judas?” 

“Not yet, Senor. He waits for you to begin the fighting. We have 
been watching the man Judas for many weeks now. Spying on the 
monasterio. He does not know of this yet. He thinks he is safe, as well 
he might. He has many men and we have few. He has machine guns, 
real ones, not the small ones that we have. He also has a barbed wire 
fence with the electricity running in it! There is also a wide dry moat 
into which he turns the wild bulls at night! You begin to see the 
problems, Senor?” 

N3 said that he did indeed understand the problems. Secretly he 
was little appalled. It was going to take a hell of a lot of doing to 
winkle J out of his snug little hole. Yet it must be done. 

His smile Was confident. “How did El Lobo hear of me?” 

“From the norteamericano lady—the Sehora Lord? Si—that is the 
name! The Sefiora Lord.” 

Gay Lord! Nick thought briefly of that once lovely body now 
rotting in a grave! He wondered if they had taken her home for 
burial? Then he forgot death and his cold mind began to race, sorting 
and filing the bits and pieces of this thing. He was not blessed with 
total recall, but he could reconstruct the scene near enough. Gay, that 
night at her villa, had spoken of El Lobo! She had worked closely with 
the old renegade. 

He looked hard at the girl. “Did the Seiiora Lord and El Lobo ever 
meet in person? Talk together?” 

She seemed surprised at the question. The shapely shoulders 
moved beneath the thin blouse. “But of course! Many times! I myself 
have been at such meetings. We, the true Spiders, were forced to let 


some of the German dogs escape—you will understand that we could 
not kill all of them? It would not have looked well! But El Lobo gave 
your lady the information about the Germans we let through—it was 
so they could perhaps be arrested or killed later!” 

Nick was silent for a moment. He lit another cigarette. It all fitted. 
The pieces were falling into place. Maybe Gay Lord had not been lying 
after all—maybe she had really intended to play it straight with AXE! 
But Judas had gotten to her first! That did not matter now. What 
mattered was that El Lobo had found the two women for Gay, and for 
Nick—and now he had found them again! All that remained was to 
pay El Lobo’s price and get on with it. 

He put the question straight to her. “What does El Lobo expect of 
me in return for what he has done?” 

It was hot and stuffy in the cavern and the girl had unbuttoned the 
two top buttons of her blouse. She toyed now with a silver crucifix 
that lay in the pale hollow of her tender young breasts. Her answer 
was as direct as his question. 

“Fl Lobo has done much for you—and for the dead sefiora. Now he 
wishes to end this man Judas for all time—to bring an end to the feud 
between the two groups of Spiders. They must be reunited again and 
this can be done only if Judas is dead. El Lobo says the time is now! 
We have Judas surrounded in his monasterio and he does not yet 
suspect. He is very busy, and grows a little careless—it is something to 
do with the English and the Russian that we do not understand. We do 
not care! El Lobo says they are your concern! Not ours! We wish only 
to destroy this man Judas. You will help us, no? El Ldbo says that you 
have the whole power of the Estados Unidos behind you! This is 
true?” 

N3 nodded gravely. “True.” 

Crafty old wolf! He was out to settle accounts with Judas in his 
own way, once and for all, and he was bringing the pressure to bear. 
He had helped Gay and now the Estados Unidos owed him something. 
Well—maybe they did! And he, Carter, was the paymaster! 

N3 leaned back and lit another of the terrible cigarettes. He felt 
happier, more content, than he had in a long time. Why not? He and 
El Lobo wanted the same thing—the destruction of Judas! Nick also 
wanted the Englishwoman and Tasia, if he could get her to defect, but 
that was no matter to the Wolf! El Lobo appeared to be a shrewd, 
cunning, and fairly simple man who merely wanted to get back to his 
accustomed trade of taking Nazi money for cutting Nazi throats. Along 
with the usual smuggling and banditry. It seemed, thought N3 with an 
inward smile, a rather laudable ambition. Given El Lobo’s moral 
standards and political bias! 

The girl said: “The Sefiora Lord spoke much of you, Cartair. El 


Lobo expects much—he thinks you can find a way to get past the 
barbed wire and the bulls and the machine guns! The Sefiora said you 
were very cunning and very brave. But then she was in love with you, 
si?” 

Nick gave her his quiet smile. “Si. She was. But you are not and 
you are also not so convinced as El Lobo, no?” 

For some reason she blushed. It was her first sign of 
embarrassment. The flush extended down to the beginning swell of 
her immature breasts. But her answer was plain enough and without 
pretense. 

“T do not know, Sehor Cartair! I do not trust easily. But perhaps I 
trust El Lobo’s instinct. He is an old fool in many ways, but not in 
matters such as this! I will watch you closely, Senor!” 

Nick’s smile was a little grim. It was a new experience for N3, fora 
man holding the senior rank of KILL MASTER, to be put on probation 
by a seventeen-year old! Then he remembered her with the tommy 
gun and his irritation vanished. Sometimes they grew up fast! 

He stood up. “Good. Let’s get started. I will have to return to my 
villa on the coast for a little time. I must get something. It will not 
take long—perhaps an hour. And I must make a phone call to 
Barcelona—it is most important! It must be a safe phone, of course.” 

The girl glanced at a gun-metalled watch on her slender wrist. 
“The storm is bad here—it will be worse in the hills. It is half after the 
one now and will be dark until seven. We can do it, but there must be 
no delay ! We must be under cover in the mountains before light. But 
the phone—there is none at your villa?” 

“None. I would not use it if there were. I could not be sure of it. 
But surely you—” 

There was something grudging in her manner, but she said, “We 
can arrange it, then. A safe phone is a precious thing to us, Senor! And 
four of my men will go with you to the villa, you understand?” 

Nick understood. He was not yet trusted. 

As they prepared to leave the cavern he questioned her about 
something that had been puzzling him, trying to take the edge off the 
question with a smile. “Twice you have called El Lobo an old fool, 
Senorita. I do not think any of the others would do so. What gives you 
this right?” 

The dark gray eyes were clear and candid on his. For the first time 
he thought he detected a spark of interest in himself, as a person. This 
was a cool kid! A wildly absurd thought haunted him for an instant, to 
be immediately squelched. She was only seventeen! A child! 

The girl gave him a sudden dazzling smile. Her laughter was a 
silvery tinkle in the gloomy cavern. 

“I have every right,” she said. “My name is Santos. Carmena 


Santos. El Lobo’s name is also Santos. He is my grandfather! And I call 
him an old fool whenever I choose! He is, too! He still fights the war. 
He thinks the Republic will come back some day. For thirty years he 
has hidden from the men of Franco, always running, dodging back and 
forth across the border into France where they do not bother him. My 
mother lived so—and I have lived so! I do not like it, Senor! So I call 
him an old fool. But 1 love him and I will obey him—and so will you, 
Sehor I Now let us get on with the business of killing this Judas!” 

She brushed past Nick. For the first time, beneath the rough male 
clothing he was aware of a very young female body. 

Another thought struck him. “How did you people know where I 
was, Carmena? La policia didn’t waste any time hustling me into that 
dungeon.” 

Her smile was enigmatic. “That was easiest of all, Sehor. We have 
many Spiders on the police force! One of them helped to arrest you— 
it was he who was the roughest! He must be careful, you see. He saw 
the spider in the bottle and called us pronto! I knew what I must do. I 
did it!” 

N3 watched her trim little behind climb the stairs ahead of him. 
He was a little awe-stricken. Maybe he was getting a little old? Babes 
with machine guns! What next? 


Chapter 11 


EL LOBO 


The storm raged all that day in the Col de Aras, depositing a heavy 
blanket of snow, but as night fell there came a temporary lull. There 
was even a moon hanging like a great golden melon over the 
glistening peaks. The moon would be obscured when the storm struck 
again, but at the moment it was a hazard they had not counted on. 
The snow they could partially discount—El Lobo had sent men to the 
village to commandeer sheets to be made into snow suits. Now the old 
man and Nick, wrapped in a sheet each, lay in the gelid frosting and 
studied the monasterio on its lofty crag. It was, Nick told himself 
again, going to be a tough nut to crack! 

“They are mucho confiado,” said the old man at his elbow. “They 
do not guess we are here, those bastardosl That will be of much help 
to you, Senor, si?” 

Nick merely nodded. He kept his night glasses on the monasterio. 
There were scattered lights in the towers and now and then a 
searchlight would send a long pale beam sweeping the battlements. 
They did seem to have the element of surprise on their side, he 
admitted. Yet he was not overly sanguine. It was, as the Duke of 
Wellington had once said, going to be a hell of a near thing! 

El Lobo had a voice like gravel pouring over tin. He was thin and 
wiry and the color of a very old saddle. His drooping gray 
moustachios gave him the appearance of a fierce walrus. He looked 
exactly what he was—a revolutionary with a price on his head, turned 
bandit and smuggler. For thirty years he had successfully eluded 
Franco’s soldiers and policia. Nick did not entirely trust the old man, 
or like him, yet he had to admire him. He was like a gnarled old 
mountain oak that refused to die! 

He and El Lobo had spent most of the day concealed in an old 
Roman tower, well out of sight of the monasterio, laying their plans. 
Every detail had been worked out. Nick, as he had suspected from the 
first, was to be a one man commando! The wooden horse! The old 
renegade made no bones about it —he was not going to risk his men 
until the way had been cleared a bit! That was to be Nick’s job—sneak 
into the monasterio and raise hell. Put the wild bulls out of action if 
he could. Certainly blow the fuses and kill the electric current in the 
fence. Open all the doors he could. Put as many machine guns out of 
action as possible. 


Now El Lobo said: “I think we are ready. Senor! There remains 
only to await the return of the storm to hide that accursed moon. 
Then you go, si?” 

Again N3 nodded. “Then 1 go, si. I think you had better go get the 
men, jefel The wind is coming up now. I think it will not be long 
before the snow comes again. Then I go!” 

When the old man had snaked away in the snow Nick checked 
over his weapons. He was heavily laden. In addition to the Luger and 
the stiletto, snug in its chamois sheath along his right forearm, he was 
carrying a blunt, odd looking rifle. It was for the rifle he had called 
Barcelona. An AXE plane had dropped it and some very special 
ammunition in a field near Gerona and a Spider courier had brought it 
in that afternoon. Wrapped around the rifle had been a note from the 
station in Barcelona: Urgent you contact Hawk. 

Nick smiled grimly into the snow. What he was doing now was 
more urgent than contacting the boss. Hawk was worried! He would 
just have to keep worrying. The mission would be over tonight, one 
way or the other. 

In addition to the other weapons he was carrying half a dozen 
grenades. His face was black and he wore a heavy stocking cap. He 
wore two heavy sweaters against the cold and thick corduroy pants, 
thick socks, and combat boots of which El Lobo had a plentiful supply. 

By the time El Lobo got back with four of his men the wind had 
risen sharply and was blowing snow around in blinding whorls. More 
flakes began to sift down from the low hanging clouds. Soon the moon 
would be hidden and they could go. All of them had white 
handkerchiefs bound around their left arms, above the elbow, for 
identity in the fight that was coming. A most necessary precaution, 
Nick thought. Many of the men wore berets and were dressed much as 
were Judas’ bravos. It was going to be tough to tell friend from foe 
when the shooting began. 

The moon disappeared for the night and they were crawling 
through thick snow toward the electrified fence. The way was rough, 
through stands of pine and cork, and down narrow ravines where 
snow had drifted deep. At last they reached the end of a ravine and 
were within ten feet of the electric fence. Here they rested and studied 
the scene. No one spoke. All lay with the sheets pulled over their 
faces. 

So far so good! Nick peered from the sheet at the monasterio. 
There was no evidence of alarm. He could hear men shouting and 
singing. A little wine would be passing around. Yellow lights glowed 
cheerfully in the dank, chill night. N3’s eyes rested on the tallest of 
the towers—he had identified it that afternoon as the most likely place 
for the two women to be imprisoned. He couldn’t be sure, of course. J 


might have Tasia in a dungeon—unless by now he had talked her over 
to his side! Alicia Todd, Nick thought, would be well treated. Trust J 
to handle so valuable a package with delicacy. 

El Lobo murmured something. He sounded impatient. Nick took a 
deep breath. “All right, hombres! Let’s go. Mucho cuidado!” 

They did not need the caution. All were immensely aware of the 
machine guns in the towers. One miscue, the slightest wrong noise, 
and they were all dead men. 

But now one of the wild black bulls had scented them and was 
nosing at the inner fence built to protect them against the electricity. 
The animal was snuffling suspiciously and pawing at the snow. There 
were six of the bulls, Nick had been told. Wild black brutes from 
Andalusia. Judas had equipped their already deadly horns with razor 
sharp steel tips. 

The four men with El Lobo had begun to crawl forward. Nick 
spoke very softly. “jAlto!” 

The old man turned to him, impatient. “iQue paso?” 

Nick whispered. “That bull—he knows we’re here and he won’t go 
away. I'll have to get rid of him! Momentor 

He fitted a heavy dart into the blunt rifle. The dart contained 
enough knockout drug to cool a grizzly bear. The bull was still 
snuffling and pawing at the snow, sniffing the inner fence suspiciously 
at the very point where Nick wanted to cross over. 

“You’ve got to go, Buster,” murmured Nick. He spoke to the four 
men. “Keep down, amigos!” He aimed carefully at the black bulk of 
the animal and pulled the trigger. Thuck. 

The animal threshed in the snow for a moment and then slowly 
subsided. Six men lay as quiet as Death, waiting for a reaction. 
Nothing. After a minute Nick gave the soft command: “Marche! Fast 
and quiet! Hasta luego, jefe!” 

The hand that gripped his for an instant was like sandpaper. “Go 
with God,” said El Lobo. 

They had been practicing the trick all that day, using a blanket to 
catch Nick. Now it was for real! Only one chance to a customer, Nick 
thought as he wormed his way toward the four men waiting at the 
deadly fence. It had been Carmena’s idea, really. The electrified fence 
presented the first, and perhaps the toughest, problem. They could 
short it out, but that would give the alarm. But if Nick could somehow 
get through without giving the alarm— 

The ground was frozen now. There was the snow also. Digging 
would take time and make noise. It was impossible to go under the 
fence. Also impossible to go through. Then they would have to go 
over! But how? For a time even Nick had been stymied. 

Then Carmena had said: “Why don’t you throw him over? Four of 


you great strong brutes should be able to do it. The fence is only eight 
feet high!” 

So they had erected two poles with a rope eight feet long stretched 
between them. The four men, all rugged montahas of great strength, 
had tossed Nick over the rope time and again with plenty to spare. 
Now came the test! 

They did not speak. Everyone knew his job. Nick lay in the snow 
and huddled the dart gun against his chest. Once in the air he must 
coil into a compact ball and roll over the fence as a pole vaulter rolls 
over a bar! 

A man to each ankle and wrist! Nick went limp as they swung him 
back and forth, gathering momentum. One—two— three—four—five! 
They tossed him high in the air up and over! 

As he cleared the lethal fence by a foot he rolled and for a split 
instant stared at the cruel and loaded barbs. Then he was falling. He 
struck the soft snow with a splatting sound—it was a foot deep and 
took his weight like a cushion. A minute later, with the aid of wire 
cutters, he was through the inner fence. He lay unmoving, the hood of 
the snow suit pulled over his head. He was about to peer out when he 
heard the bull! 

The beast had heard the slight sound and now he smelled Nick! N3 
lay motionless. He had heard that a bull would not gore you if you did 
not move! He fervently hoped the bull knew that too! The hot stench 
of the bull came to him now. The animal was hovering over him, 
snuffling and pawing a bit, still not sure about this strange creature 
that lay in the snow. It smelled like an enemy but it did not move! 
Perhaps it was already dead... . 

The bull prodded Nick with a steel-tipped horn. Nick exercised 
every bit of his marvelous nerve control and lay unmoving. He was 
helpless! If the bull decided to gore him it could do so before Nick 
could use the dart gun! 

A flare popped like a white blossom in the dark sky. A searchlight 
came on. The tower guards suspected something —or maybe it was 
just routine. Nick lay sweating in the chill air. The bull or the machine 
guns? Would the guards spot the inert body of the drugged bull? The 
micro-sounds dragged like leaden hoursl 

The flare distracted the bull. It went wandering off. The flare died 
and the searchlight went off. Nick breathed again. He began to elbow 
his way through the snow, keeping his blackened face well under the 
snow hood. He knew exactly where he was going. El Lobo and his 
men had been spying on the monasterio for days—their briefing had 
been complete and accurate. There was a roaring mountain stream 
nearby which normally fed the moat. It flowed through the dungeons 
of the monasterio and rejoined the parent stream. At the moment the 


moat was dry, dammed off by a sluice gate to permit the bulls to 
roam. 

Nick reached the base of the monasterio wall and felt safer. He was 
in the clear now at least—the ancient builders of the towers had not 
bastioned them. He crawled along the wall until he reached a dark 
arched opening. Here the moat bed fell away in a steep declivity, 
disappearing into the murky slot. Nick slid down the snow and 
crawled into a total blackness. The walls closed in. He was inside the 
monasterio! 

He wriggled out of the encumbering snow suit and crawled on, 
using elbows and knees, the dart gun across his forearms and chest. 
The way was narrow and deep. The stream, when it was running, 
must tear through the channel at a breakneck speed! 

Far ahead he saw the faint glimmer of a torch. It wavered and 
sparked in the chill draught moving through the tunnel. As Nick drew 
closer he saw it was a pitch flambeau such as had been used in 
medieval times, held to the sweating stone wall by a rusty iron ring. It 
illuminated worn stairs leading down to the stream bed. For a brief 
moment N3 pondered on the grisly scenes such torches must have 
lighted in the past. How many corpses had been sent out on the 
rushing stream? A thought stuck in his mind—it was always well to 
have a back exit! 

He climbed the stairs and found himself on a long stone-flagged 
platform. At the end of the platform stairs led both up and down. For 
a moment he stared down a twisting stairwell— a dry fetid odor came 
up to him. Death and old bones! The dungeons would be down there! 

N3 checked his weapons. The Luger was ready in his belt, the 
stiletto in its sheath, the grenades bulging his trouser pockets. The 
dart gun was already loaded. 

He ran lightly up the stairs. Silent as a wraith he moved, his white 
teeth shining in the blackened face, every well trained muscle and 
disciplined nerve bent to the task ahead. To come on him suddenly in 
the ancient haunted passages would have given a tearing shock—he 
was a Demon released from the Pit on some malicious errand! 

He reached the top of the stairs and a transverse corridor. 

Immediately he heard the stealthy pad of feet and he slunk back 
into shadow. A moment later he saw the Russian girl, Tasia, coming 
toward him. She carried a torch and her face was white and strained 
in the lurid flare. Her red hair seemed aflame. She passed him on 
stocking feet, the nylon whispering shuss-shussss on the stone. 

Nick was about to follow her when he heard someone else coming. 
Someone who was obviously following the girl. He remained in 
shadow. Quite a little parade, this! 

The man Skull came lurching past, dragging his huge feet over the 


flags, slobbering and whispering to himself. Skull had a small 
flashlight which he used occasionally, but Nick could see him clearly 
in the reflected sheen. 

The massive shadow of Skull played along the walls as he moved 
past. The flat gorilla face was in shadow, but Nick saw that the man 
wore a turtle-neck sweater, which made him seem even more 
enormous, and a dirty cloth cap on the shaven head. Skull was trying 
to go quietly, and his feet sluff-sluffed as he passed. 

Nick gave them a little start and then followed, guiding himself by 
the intermittent glow of Skull’s flashlight. He approached a corner and 
saw Skull’s faint light bend to the right. Nick ran on tip-toe to the 
corner and peered around. Just down the passage a faint glow was 
coming from a room. The door of the room was covered by a drape. 
Nick was just in time to see Skull thrust aside the drape and plunge 
into the room. A moment later the Russian girl screamed, high and 
shrill! The scream ended in a bubbling sound. N3 ran. 

He had the dart gun ready to fire as he yanked the drape from its 
rod. A dim yellow bulb lit the scene before him. It was a radio control 
room, the walls lined with high consoles and switch boards and boxes. 
He had stumbled on the penetralia, the heart, of Judas, stronghold! 

Skull’s back was to Nick. He held Tasia as helpless as a rag doll in 
his giant’s grip, one great hand stifling her cries. Her stocking feet 
kicked futilely in the air. Nick caught a fleeting glimpse of her face 
beneath the hand—he had never seen such pale terror writ so large on 
a human face! 

N3 fired a dart into Skull’s back. It was a target he could not miss. 
The giant dropped the girl and whirled about to face Nick. The fang- 
like front teeth gleamed at the AXE man in a savage snarl. Even with a 
massive dose of the drug working in him—enough to knock out a bull 
instantly—he took three steps toward Nick. His hands were crooked 
into great talons, reaching for Nick’s throat. 

Skull fell with a crash. One of his hands touched Nick’s shoe, then 
he was quiet. Nick stepped over the fallen monster and went to the 
girl, She lay in front of the main radio console. A voice was 
whispering metallically from the speaker— whispering in Russian! 
Nick listened. 

“Come in MGB 5—come in MGB 5! This is Avanpost 9— Avanpost 
9—I must confirm your orders, MGB 5—come in!” 

N3’s smile was grim. He leaned over the prostrate girl and flipped 
a toggle switch. The Russian voice ceased. Nick picked up the girl and 
shook her gently. He slapped her, not so gently. Her eyelids fluttered 
and the green eyes stared up at him in new terror. The wide red 
mouth opened to scream. Nick choked her off—he had forgotten how 
he must look in blackface! 


“Tt’s Nick! Nick Carter!” He shook her again. “Cut the fainting bit, 
baby! We’ve got work to do. Where’s Judas?” 

Tasia trembled. She looked over his shoulder and saw the inert 
form of Skull and the tremors increased. She clung to Nick. For a 
moment his nostrils were filled with the warm, ripe, full bodied smell 
of her femaleness. 

“God!” she whimpered. “Oh God—Oh God! That—that thing was 
after me!” 

Nick slapped her smartly across her lovely face. “Snap out of it, 
woman! Where is Judas?” 

She clung to him, but sanity was seeping back into her eyes. “With 
the Englishwoman—with Alicia! Taking notes. She’s lost her mind, 
Nick! She nearly died, but the heroin brought her back. But she’s mad, 
stark mad! She’s in a’ near catatonic state. But she does talk—mostly 
nonsense! She just sits and stares and babbles!” 

Nick stared at her grimly. “And J is trying to pick up something 
from her babbling? The formula, maybe? How did she get that way?” 

Tasia told him about Skull’s attempted rape. She looked at Skull on 
the floor, the dart still protruding from his back, and shivered. “It was 
enough to drive any woman mad! Is—is he dead?” 

N3 kicked Skull hard in the ribs. He saw moisture on the floor 
where the big man had dribbled. “No! Not dead. But he’ll be out for 
hours.” He tinned on the girl. “What’s Avanpost 9?” 

He saw her tense. She shot a furtive glance at the radio console. 

“T turned it off,” Nick said harshly. He took a step toward her. “I 
asked you a question! What’s Avanpost 9? Who, what, where and 
how? I want it all! Now.” 

Her chin squared at him. “I—I won’t! I am grateful to you. Nick, 
but we are still enemies! I still have a job to do!” 

“So do I!” 

Even if she was telling the truth and the Englishwoman had blown 
her top it changed nothing—there were plenty of doctors in England 
and the United States! Maybe Alicia Todd could be restored. 
Meantime the secret was locked in her brain—and that brain had to 
be saved for the West! 

Suddenly, without warning, he hit her across the face with his 
open hand. Tasia reeled and fell to her knees. He dragged her up and 
hit her again. Blood seeped from the corner of her mouth. “Oh, no,” 
she cried. “Oh, no! Nick—please!” 

While she was still dazed he ran his hands over her in a rapid 
search. He patted her between the thighs. The little automatic was 
gone. She had no other weapon. He put one of his big hands around 
her soft arm and began to squeeze, slowly increasing the pressure. 
“What’s Avanpost 9?” 


The girl went slowly to her knees again, her features contorted 
with pain. Finally she broke. “All right—all right—Tll tell you. Please 
don’t hurt me anymore!” 

Nick released her. “Tell me!” 

Tasia remained on her knees, her face buried in her hands, sobbing 
as she spoke, “Avanpost is a mobile group—ours, in Andorra! I had to 
do something! I had to! I called them and gave them the location of 
this place and ordered them to send help. I—I didn’t have time to 
finish the transmission—Skull got me—but I think they'll come. 
They’re on standby for just such situations as this!” She gazed up at 
Nick with defiant eyes. She rubbed her arm. “So you see you haven’t 
won after all! My people will be here soon! Parachutists! They’ll kill 
Judas and—and that—” she pointed to Skull—”and you also! I’ll take 
the Englishwoman back to Russia with me!” 

Nick rubbed his chin. This did it! Christ! El Lobo was out there 
waiting for the signal to attack the monastery—waiting for the current 
to go off, waiting for the first grenade explosion as Nick attacked the 
machine guns! Now the Russians were getting into the act! 
Parachutists, for God’s sake! This was going to turn into a real brawl! 

N3 pinioned Tasia by a wrist and dragged her around the room as 
he began to throw switches at random. Nothing was tagged, but one 
of them surely would kill the juice in the fence. When the light in the 
room went out he snapped that one switch into place again—he must 
have light! All the other switches he threw into OFF. 

As he worked he was thinking furiously. The girl was telling the 
truth—he was sure of it. Andorra was a little semi-independent state 
not fifty kilometers away—the Ivans would be here soon. It was a 
rugged, desolate country and just the spot for the Russians to maintain 
such a mobile group as the girl had described. There were hundreds of 
lonely places where they could hide, ready for immediate action, 
always on call! And soon now they would be dropping out of the snow 
laden sky, with tommy guns and grenades and God only knew what! 
Maybe even light machine guns or mortars! Flame throwers! 

There, was a narrow window in the room, littlke more than an 
arrow slit. Nick dragged the girl with him as he opened it. He took a 
grenade from his pocket. Tasia stared at the deadly little bomb. “W— 
what are you going to do?” 

Nick stared back at her, his eyes deadly in the black face. “I’m 
going to sell my friends down the river, baby! That’s what! When I let 
this grenade go El Lobo is going to think I’ve bombed out a machine 
gun. The fence is dead! He’ll attack, expecting a lot of help from me! 
Which he won’t get—because you and I are going to take advantage of 
the confusion to get Alicia Todd out of here!” He tightened his grip on 
her wrist “I’m only taking you, baby, because I'll need you to help me 


with her! Be smart and don’t give me any trouble, eh? One wrong 
move out of you and I’ll knock you cold and tie you up and leave you 
for him!” 

Nick nodded toward Skull. “He won’t be out forever!” 

Tasia said nothing, but her face was sullen and defiant. She was 
helpless and they both knew it. Until her own people arrived she must 
stick with him—and she must remain close to the Englishwoman! 

Nick pulled the pin on the grenade and dropped it out the window. 
A lot of good men were going to die because of his false signal, but it 
couldn’t be helped. Mission Sappho had to be completed. As long as 
he breathed he had to keep trying! 

The grenade exploded with a shattering sound! Immediately, from 
afar, Nick heard shouts and more grenade explosions. Then the rapid 
pock-pocking of the tower machine guns. El Lobo and his men were 
going to catch hell! But with the current off and most of the lights out 
they might still have a chance. N3 decided then and there that he 
would not hang around to see how it came out—when El Lobo learned 
the truth he would also be an enemy! 

Nick dragged Tasia toward the door. “Come on! Now we go—fast! 
Take me to Alicia Todd!” 

“T think not,” said Judas. 

He was a tiny figure in the doorway. The automatic in his hand 
was big and black and it was sighted on Nick’s belly. “Your hands up,” 
commanded Judas. “Quick or I fire!” 

Nick obeyed. There was nothing else to do at the moment. He had 
him cold! N3 damned the luck! Another few seconds and he would 
have been loose in the monasterio, free to maneuver. But now— 
trapped! 

Judas regarded the girl with cold black eyes. “I will remember this, 
my dear. You are going to regret your treachery, I assure you. Back 
against the wall, both of you.” 

They obeyed. Nick grinned at the little man. “What’d she do, J? 
Pretend to come over to your side?” 

Judas did not answer him immediately. He went around the room 
flicking switches back into the ON position. The dark eye of the pistol 
never left Nick’s belly. He could not be sure—the walls were thick— 
but he thought he heard anguished screams drifting through the 
building. Some of El Lobo’s men hung up on the again lethal fence! 
The screams vanished in a renewed burst of machine gun fire from the 
towers. 

Judas went back to stand by the fallen Skull. He bent and plucked 
the dart from the man’s back, tossing it away. He kicked at Skull with 
a tiny foot. The giant stirred and groaned. Nick stared, unable to 
believe it The thing wasn’t human! 


Judas mopped at his drooling rictus with a large silk handkerchief. 
He looked at Nick. “Clever of you to enlist The Wolf on your side, 
Carter! I’m glad you did. Now I can settle the issue with him once and 
for all! I should have done so before, but as you know I have been 
busy. But it will soon be all over —his attack is a flea bite, no more. In 
the meantime I believe I am entitled to a little amusement, a little 
revenge, Carter! I am going to watch Skull kill you. I shall enjoy it 
enormously!” 

Nick sneered at the little man. “You’ll have to wait a long time! 
He’s full of knockout drug!” 

“Watch, my friend!” 

Nick watched. In puzzlement and then growing dismay as Judas 
took a flat black metal case from his pocket and pressed a black 
button. N3 half turned to the Russian girl. She was staring in terrified 
fascination at Skull. 

“What the hell goes on?” Nick rasped at her. 

“He’ll come back to life!” Her voice trembled. “You’ll see— he'll 
bring him back! That monster will never die!” 

Nick recognized the voice of hysteria when he heard it Tasia was 
very near the edge. He could not help her now! He watched with 
increasing amazement as Skull began to stir on the floor. The massive 
arms and legs were twitching now, the great misshapen head trying to 
raise itself! 

Judas glanced at Nick. The automatic in his hand was steady on 
the AXE man’s gut. “You were right,” said Judas. “He has had a 
massive dose of the drug—tl’ll have to activate him several times 
over!” He pressed the black button again and again. Tasia muttered 
something and moaned in pure terror. Judas looked at her. “You 
needn’t worry, my dear! Not just now, anyway. You come later!” 

N3 had to believe. It was happening before his eyes. Skull began to 
rise. First on his hands and knees, then he suddenly lurched upright 
and stood swaying. His leaden eyes swiveled about the room. He saw 
Nick and the obscene mouth gaped to show the fangs. Skull made a 
sound deep in his throat and moved toward Nick. 

Judas put out a small hand, restraining the giant as he would a 
baby. “Not here,” he said mildly. “The equipment, Skull, we must not 
damage it. Come—in the room just down the passage. You go first, 
Skull!” 

Skull obeyed docilely. He left the room. Judas motioned with the 
pistol. “Now you, Carter. No tricks. Into the next room.” To the girl he 
said, “You and I shall watch, my dear. It will give you a slight 
foretaste of what is in store for you— in a little different manner, of 
course.” 

Nick felt a strange foreboding as he walked along the cold passage 


to the next barren cell. The feeling was unfamiliar to him, but what he 
had just seen was enough to shake even his iron nerve. What was this 
Skull sonofabitch—immortal or something? 

The machine guns were raving outside, counteipointed by the 
sharper barking of rifles. Grenades whumped incessantly. El Lobo and 
his men were giving a good account of themselves —and The Wolf 
would be wondering what had happened to Nick! He dismissed the 
thought and began to plan the fight ahead of him—if he could out- 
maneuver Skull for just an instant, long enough to jump Judas and the 
gun he might still have a chance! Slight, but still a chance. Better than 
he had now. N3 tried to shake away the coldness along his spine. He 
knew every trick in the book! 

But time was running out! Pouring through the dial like crazy! The 
Russians would be dropping in any minute now— and before long 
there would be la policia and the Guardia Civil! Brother! Everybody 
shooting at everybody! Nick felt a great yearning to be far, far away 
from this hellish place! 

Skull was waiting in the cubicle. A single light dangled from the 
ceiling. In a corner was something that looked like a coffin? Nick 
looked again. It was, by God! A coffin! Judas was sure of himself—and 
Skull! 

Judas pushed Nick into the room with the point of the gun. To 
Skull he just said three words. “Kill him. Slowly!” 

Skull grinned evilly. He raised his massive arms wide of his 
immense torso, fingers crooked. He began to shuffle toward Nick. 
Slobber ran down his chin and he made animal sounds in his throat. 
The crooked fangs glinted in the weak light. 

N3 had never felt so naked. Judas had taken his Luger and stiletto. 
He had nothing but his own strength and skill. It would just have to 
be enough! And he must do more than stun Skull —he had not much 
hope of killing the brute—he must also take Judas off guard and jump 
that gun! 

N3 leaped into the air, toned and kicked with all his strength. His 
shoes were iron shod and the savate was perfectly executed. His foot 
ground into Skull’s chest with the force of a hydraulic ram! The 
impact sent pain lancing up to Nick’s pelvis. 

Skull grinned. 

Nick sent a flurry of powerful blows to the huge blunt chin. He 
hooked and crossed, too fast for the individual blows to be seen. His 
trainer, who had seen them all, had once favorably compared Nick 
with Joe Louis. Now, as he rained blows on the big man, he worked 
around so that Skull was between himself and the door where Judas 
watched with the ready pistol. 

Skull never stopped. He came on steadily, showing his fangs, 


plodding into the punches. Nick saw blood on his hands and knew, 
with shock, that it was his own! His fists were bleeding and hurting 
badly—he had nearly broken them! 

Nick tried another savate kick, this time taking Skull in the throat 
Skull blinked and came on. Nick butted him cruelly in the belly. It was 
like butting a steel and concrete washboard! Skull grabbed Nick and 
threw him against a wall. The impact sickened the AXE man, but he 
came down with his feet under him and slashed at Skull’s groin. Skull 
kneed him beneath the chin, then picked him up and threw him at the 
wall again. 

Nick fell, rolled to his feet, eluded Skull’s murderous rush, and fell 
again. He was up just in time. Skull swung an enormous fist in a 
sledge hammer blow. Nick stumbled and barely escaped the blow. It 
would have crushed his skull! 

Skull was working Nick into a corner now. Nick’s lungs were still 
in good shape, but he was breathing hard. Skull showed no signs of 
distress. He clasped his hands above his head, raising them high, 
towering to his full seven feet over the AXE agent. He came on. 

Nick leaped and struck in one fluid motion. He hit with the rough 
and calloused edge of his hand. It was the karate, the murderous 
tameshi wari technique used only for killing. Only last month, in 
training, Nick had broken a 100-pound block of ice with this blow! 

He got the karate blow in good and true and with all his muscle 
behind it. Skull blinked and halted for a moment. Then he snarled and 
leaped forward. His clasped hands came down on Nick’s head with a 
mallet striking meat sound! 

N3 went crashing down into darkness. 


Chapter 12 


A COFFIN FOR TWO 


Nick Carter came back to a narrow, rough, cramped world that 
smelled of ancient wood. Wood? There was also a musky woman 
smell! He was aware of her soft body pressed hard into his lean one. It 
must be some crazy dream! All of it! There was no Mission Sappho, no 
Judas, no El Lobo or Tasia or Alicia Todd! He had gotten loaded and 
gone to bed with a strange woman and dreamed the whole thing! 

Near him, almost in his ear, a machine gun exploded in a long 
tearing burst! Nick started instinctively and his elbows rammed 
painfully into wood. Where in hell was he? 

He felt soft lips against his ear, moist and warm lips. The girl Tasia 
whispered, “You are awake? Speak quietly! And do not move again— 
whatever you do! Do not move!” 

N3 obeyed. He whispered in turn. “Where are we? Why mustn’t I 
move?” His eyes were focusing again. He was in the dark except for a 
single small eye of light near his head. What was it? A knothole? 

Her lips moved on his ear. “We are nailed into a coffin! One of the 
old ones. And we are on a tower with Judas and—and that creature! 
There are others too. We must not move because we are balanced 
exactly on the rampart—if we tilt the wrong way we will fall to the 
moat below! It is a great distance and we will be killed—and I do not 
wish to die now! My people are here! The parachutists were dropped 
in a little time ago—and they have been teamed up with El Lobo for 
the time being! It will not be long now until they take the monastery, 
Nick. I have won after all!” 

N3 took a moment to digest this intelligence. The machine gun was 
yammering in his ear again and he heard Judas shout a command. 
Somewhere off in the distance he could hear the nasty rattle of tommy 
guns and the bang-crump of grenades. So J was losing his little war 
after all! At that moment there was a lull in the firing and he heard 
another sound—the roar of fast moving water! The moat? 

Tasia whispered the answer to his question: “Yes. Judas opened the 
sluice gate and let the stream in. The Wolf’s men shot all the bulls— 
and one of them, I suppose it was crazed with pain, tore down the 
inner fence and ran into the electric wire and shorted it out! So Judas 
let in the water. Many of the Wolf’s men were caught—also a girl! A 
child, I think! That was very sad, Nick. I watched the old man carry 
her body away!” 


Carmena! Dead! Nick felt a hot pang of regret, then immediately 
his cold brain figured the new angle. He must definitely avoid El Lobo 
now! His betrayal of the battle plan, plus now the death of Carmena, 
would earn him a fast bullet! Deservedly, he thought with his absolute 
self-honesty. But if we all got what we deserved there would be very 
few of us alive! 

Escape plans began to race through his mind. “How do you know 
all this?” As he asked the question three bullets tick-tocked through 
the coffin near his head. Nick cringed. They had to get out of this— 
and fast! 

“Skull carried you up in the coffin,” she whispered. “I was made to 
walk. Then they were busy fighting for a long time. Judas is giving 
commands by radio. But he knows he is losing now and I think he is 
planning to escape somehow—I saw him whisper to Skull! He will 
leave his men to die, that one!” 

Another slug snicked through the coffin. He felt her tremble 
against him. Nick made up his mind. Sooner or later one of those slugs 
was going to get them. Even if the stray fire didn’t get them Judas 
would. Just before he ran he would swivel the machine gun and put a 
long burst into the coffin. It was a wonder he had let them live so 
long. He asked Tasia about it. 

Her lips moved against his ear again. “I think he had some idea of 
using us as hostages at first, but now I do not think so. He plans to 
escape and take the Englishwoman with him. I am sure of it. He will 
simply kill us both before he goes.” She spoke calmly, without 
hysteria, and N3 sensed that she was prepared to die if she must! This 
puzzled him. He knew her well enough by now to know that she 
would not be so calm, so prepared for death, unless she had good 
reason. Had she achieved her mission? What had she done? What did 
she know? Had she killed Alicia Todd? 

Before he could ask any of these questions he heard the voice of 
Judas in the coffin. Nick twisted his cramped neck, saw the obscene 
red maw glisten at the small knothole he had noticed, saw the ivory 
glitter of false teeth. Judas’ voice was sibilant in the narrow confines 
of the death box. “Are you conscious, Carter?” 

Nick was silent. After an instant Judas said, “That is really a pity. I 
wanted to say goodbye. Well, my dear, I will say it to you. Skull and I 
are leaving now—and taking the prize with us. I know of a sanitarium 
in Switzerland that may be able to help her—and if not I can always 
sell her as damaged goods!” Judas chuckled and Nick could picture 
the grinning rictus. “At a discount, of course,” added Judas. “Well, 
goodbye then, my dear. It will be quick and merciful—we will put a 
few bursts through the coffin and—” 

Judas had given Nick the orientation he needed! He now knew 


which end of the coffin was overhanging the moat. His words to Tasia 
were sharp. “Hold on—and pray!” 

Nick shifted his weight suddenly, throwing it to the foot of the 
coffin, pressing down with his legs and jamming as far down the 
narrow box as he could. The coffin tilted and began to slide. Judas 
screamed to the man at the machine gun: “Fire! Quickly, you fool! 
Shoot them—riddle them!”’ 

Too late! The coffin slid off the rampart and fell spinning end over 
end. Tasia screamed and clung to Nick. He braced himself as best he 
could and waited for the impact to come. If only the water was deep 
enough—if only they landed in a position that would give him a 
chance to use his enormous strength! 

The coffin landed flat out—a belly whopper. The blow was 
stunning to the two in the box! They were jammed together, body on 
body, face on face, melded and beaten as with a giant wooden club. 
There was a Niagara roaring in Nick’s ears. 

They floated! They were caught in the rushing maelstrom and spun 
along like a vagrant bit of flotsam. They were banged and submerged 
and shaken and beated. But they floated! 

Tasia was only half conscious. Nick wriggled painfully atop her, 
pressing her down as though in the act of love. “Get under me,” he 
yelled. “Try to get under me—I’ve got to get leverage!” He strained 
upward, pressed his back into the lid of the coffin. Thank God they 
were floating right side up! He arched again and again—Skull had 
hammered the nails in strong and true! 

The coffin suddenly dipped and shuddered and slid down a long 
incline. They were entering the tunnel beneath the monasterio! Nick 
flung himself against the coffin lid with an oath! He had to get’out! 
Otherwise they would be carried straight through and out into the 
main stream! 

They were spinning rapidly now, sucked deeper and deeper into 
the tunnel. Nick strained until sweat blinded him and his temples 
were roaring caverns of pain. At last, with a sudden screech of agony, 
the nails gave way. The coffin lid came half off! 

They were nearly opposite the platform where a torch still 
flickered in the murk. Nick wrenched the lid the rest of the way off 
and, using it as a rude paddle, steered the coffin into the stone steps 
leading down to the water. He leaped out and gripped the coffin in 
one big hand and dragged it up the steps; they were slimy and moss 
covered and the ancient coffin moved up easily to rest on the 
platform. Nick gave Tasia a hand and pulled her out of the box. She 
still appeared partially dazed. 

“No time to waste,” N3 barked. “We’ve got to hide. Hide and wait! 
J and Skull will be coming this way with the woman —I’m sure of it. J 


always has a back way out—and this has got to be it! He’s probably 
got a car waiting, or maybe a boat Come on! Move!” 

Tasia was not enthusiastic. She frowned at him sullenly, but she 
obeyed. Nick was thinking fast as he dragged the coffin back into a 
grotto near the stairs, an arched vault where the thousand year old 
shadows hung like phantom drapes and bats squeaked and chittered at 
the rats. 

As Nick thought he worked. The girl watched apathetically. He 
stamped on the coffin lid and split it down the middle, then split one 
of the pieces with his bare hands. Now he had a seven foot long club 
with three ugly spikes in the end of it. Sweat crawled on him. He 
brushed it out of his eyes, swatted at a venturesome bat, and grinned 
at her. He held up the club. “I'll do for that bastard Skull this time— 
this will!” 

Her gaze was sombre. A sudden and blinding intuition came to 
him. The girl was disappointed at their escape. She had had other 
plans! But what? 

Tasia said: “You won’t kill him! That thing is practically immortal! 
You don’t know!” Briefly she told him about Skull’s heart and the flat 
metal case. 

N3’s face, to which still clung some of the blacking, was grim. “So 
that’s it! Maybe not so bad! If I can get that metal case I can kill Skull 
with no trouble!” 

“Judas will have a gun,” she said dully. “We have nothing! He is 
still right—he has won and we have lost, even if we escape with our 
lives!” 

Nick held up the plank of ancient ironwood. The spikes were long 
and shiny. “I’ve got this,” he told her. “Now be quiet! Here they come. 
Back in the shadows and keep quiet— if you blow this for me I’ll give 
you to Skull! I promise it! You’d better believe me, Tasia!” 

“T believe you.” She moved quietly back between the pillars of the 
grotto into deepest shadow. 

Judas came first. He was dragging a coffin with great effort, not so 
much the dandy now. He had lost his toupee and his bald head 
glittered in the torchlight Behind him came the giant Skull, carrying a 
coffin on his head as though it were a basket of fruit He put the coffin 
down easily by the edge of the water. Nick, from his coign of vantage, 
saw the body of Alicia Todd in the box. Her small breasts moved up 
and down in even rhythm. She appeared to be sleeping. Her eyes were 
closed. Nick thought: either in complete catatonia or doped! Probably 
the latter. Maybe both! Judas would want her that way, helpless and 
no trouble! 

Judas gave rapid commands. In his right hand he brandished a flat 
black automatic. The pistol decided Nick—he would have to let J go 


for now. Get Skull first, then find J and the woman later. It was a risk 
he had to take! 

Skull took a coffin lid in his hands and broke it down the middle 
with one flex of his fingers. He handed half of it to Judas. Judas 
nodded and Skull picked up the coffin containing Alicia Todd and 
dropped it into the water. Judas clambered into the coffin and shoved 
off with his makeshift paddle. He said something to Skull. The big 
man nodded slowly. Judas went swirling away with the current and 
disappeared into the arching black vault of the tunnel. 

Nick ran back to where Tasia waited. “After him,” he hissed at her. 
“You swim well! Into the water and follow him —I’ll take care of Skull 
and be right after you. Hurry! Keep him in sight and wait for me—no 
monkey business! Remember he’s got a gun!” 

The girl nodded and slipped into the black water. She made a 
slight splash. Nick, running on soft feet back toward Skull, saw the 
giant stiffen and cock his grotesque head in the direction of the sound. 
Skull had been in the act of slipping the other coffin into the water. 

Nick slipped out onto the open stone platform. He held up the 
ironwood plank and grinned at Skull. “Going somewhere, Monster? I 
think not, baby! We’ve got a little thing to settle!” He advanced slowly 
on the man. 

Skull stared at Nick with the dull lead eyes. He straightened to his 
full seven feet and his huge shoulders hunched. The ape arms moved 
out to form a huge entrapping semi-circle. He began to shuffle toward 
Nick. In his hoarse mechanical voice he said, “I glad you come, Mr. 
Carter! Most glad! Now I kill for sure—you not to get away from Skull 
this time!” 

“We're talkative today,” jeered Nick. He danced in and raked Skull 
with the nails. Three long bloody furrows showed on the shaven head. 
Skull grinned evilly and his fangs glinted in the torchlight. “You not 
hurt Skull,” he grunted. “No one can hurt Skull! I squeeze you into 
mush!” 

Nick’s grin was cruel. He stepped in suddenly and lunged with the 
plank. He used it end on this time, thrusting as though it were a 
sword. He caught Skull squarely over the heart! At the moment of 
impact Nick twisted the plank viciously 

Skull came on, inexorable as Atropos in the corridors of Time, his 
fangs shining. He began to corner Nick against the dank stone wall. 
Nick began to sweat again, profusely. He lunged again and again at 
the heart of this behemoth, trying to break the delicate electrodes that 
kept Skull alive! He had to smash the wiring and the batteries, 
something! He had to! Or else he was a dead man! 

It was no use. He rammed the plank into Skull’s chest again and 
again, twisting it! Futile! Nick reversed the plank and used the nails. 


He drove them into the massive chest over the heart and raked them 
back and forth time and again. Still futile. Blood gushed and Skull was 
bathed in it and still he came on. And on—and on! Nick ran out of 
time and space. This was it! Skull had him against the wall now and 
there was no place to run. The great hands closed around his throat 
and the fetid breath smote at him and the fangs glinted ... 

Skull stiffened. He took his hands from Nick’s throat. He reared to 
his full height and pawed at his chest. He let out an animal roar of 
agony. Nick gazed into the leaden eyes and watched them die! Skull 
staggered back and fell, moaning and clawing at the stone. He gave a 
last twitch and was still. 

Nick leaped over the body and ran for the coffin. He knew what 
had happened. He smiled faintly. Judas had outwitted himself! Judas 
had gained the main stream, outside the monasterio, and thought he 
was in the clear. He had no more use for Skull. Judas was going to 
have to dodge and hide now, and Skull would only have been in the 
way. Judas had pressed a button and sent back a signal to kill Skull! 


Three minutes later, after a terrific battering against stone walls, 
the coffin bobbed through an open water gate into a rushing stream. It 
was wide and cold and frothing with melting snow water. A mass of 
black rocks gleamed downstream and Nick heard the ominous sound 
of rapids. To the east there was a hint of dawn over the peaks. The 
snow had stopped and the wind fallen. From behind him, inside the 
monasterio, came the incessant spatter of machine gun fire and the 
crumping of grenades. El Lobo and his Russian allies must be inside by 
now. They were mopping up. They would be in a hurry— The Wolf to 
scatter and hide and the Russians to disappear and make their way 
back to Andorra—and they wouldn’t be too choosy about whom they 
killed! El Lobo would be furious at missing Judas—and there was the 
death of Carmena! The Russians, Avanpost 9, would be equally furious 
at missing Tasia and the Englishwoman! It was definitely time to clear 
out. But first— 

The coffin was rushing at a great pace toward the rapids. Nick saw 
it was no use and went over the side. He swam for a thicket and was 
pulling himself ashore, shivering, when the girl spoke. She was hidden 
in the same thicket. 

“In here,” she hissed at him. “Quickly. Judas is just downstream! 
He got into the rapids and overturned. He got the woman to shore all 
right. They’re in that clump of bramble just where the rapids begin. I 
think Judas lost his gun when he overturned—I can’t be sure!” 

Nick weasled his way into the thicket to where Tasia lay. She was 
as wet as he, her red hair in lank coils around her face. She was 
shivering. Nick patted her shoulder and peered through an opening in 


the foliage at the bramble thicket she had indicated. He saw the 
brambles sway and move. There was no wind. 

Nick cupped his hands and called softly. “Judas? Better give up— 
give me the woman! I’ve got a rifle and we know you lost your gun in 
the river! I’ll count to ten and then I start shooting!” 

Judas’ voice came back. “You won’t, Carter! You might hit the 
woman! Let us not try to bluff each other, Carter. We are both in deep 
trouble. Look behind you—at the walls of the monastery!” 

Nick glanced over his shoulder. He saw black-helmeted figures on 
the walls. The Russian parachutists! There was only faint scattered 
gunfire now. Nick reached for Tasia’s wrist. His fingers closed over it 
in a vise-like grip. “Not a sound!” he warned. “T’ll strangle you!” 

Judas was speaking again. “We’d better make a deal, Carter. I’ve 
got a car hidden nearby. Let me go and I'll leave the woman for you! 
Think fast! If you won’t deal I’ll have to kill her! I swear it, Carter!” 

Nick was silent. It looked like stalemate. Judas had him in check. 
He was desperate enough to carry out his threat. Probably the little 
bastard had a cyanide pill for himself! 

Judas’ voice came again, shrill and filled with tension. “Well, 
Carter? It’s true that I lost my pistol—but I have a knife! What’s it to 
be?” 

“All right,” said N3. There would be another time! “Run for it. 
Leave the woman where she is. Hurry up! Hast a la vista, J! T’ll be 
seeing you!” 

“Tt will be a pleasure, Carter! Until then!” 

They watched the little figure dart out of the brambles and make 
for a large stand of cork. It was quite light now. When the car started 
Nick knew the sound instantly—the Lancia! The clever little bastard 
had concealed his Lancia as a getaway car! 

The yellow car flashed out of the cork trees and began to grind up 
twin ruts toward the road. It must pass close to the monasterio. Tasia 
started to rise but he pressed her down. “Wait!” 

There came a sudden explosion of machine gun fire. A long 
sustained burst. Longer, Nick thought, than was necessary! The guns 
had a vengeful sound. A column of yellow and black smoke began to 
mount and waver over the trees. Nick grinned sourly. El Lobo had 
recognized the car. J had taken his chance and lost. 

Nick had also lost. So had AXE. They knelt by the body of Alicia 
Todd in the bramble thicket. There was no wound. Tasia closed the 
staring eyes. “So he cheated us after all-she must have died as he was 
speaking. Now you will let me go —return to my people while there is 
time? The policia—” “Not a chance!” He took her roughly by the 
shoulder. 


Chapter 13 


THE WILD GOOSE FILE 


It was a crummy room in a cruddy hotel near the Barcelona 
waterfront, across the avenida from the Parque de la Ciuda-dela. It 
had taken them three days and a hundred miracles and thousands of 
pesetas to make it. Spain was one big seething cauldron of enraged 
policia and Guardia Civil. The Government was near to declaring a 
national emergency! Sacred Spanish soil had been raped again and 
again—the affair of the pink villa; the storming of a policia station by 
bandits; and now a pitched battle in the mountains! And again 
frustration for the police and military—only dead Russians and dead 
Spiders! The newspapers were screaming a universal sentiment — 
Caramba! Basta! 

N3’s newly shaven face was grim and tense as he read the papers 
left by an AXE aide a few moments ago. The aide had also left him his 
orders—get the hell out of Spain as soon as possible! Sooner! To that 
end the AXE man had furnished Nick with a car, new papers, and 
plenty of money. The rest was up to him! 

Nick put down the papers and looked across the shoddy little 
room, his eyes resting for a moment on the girl’s clothes thrown over 
a chair. From the tiny bathroom came the sound of a shower running. 
For a moment he visualized that lithe tanned body, a bit thinner now, 
with the pale bikini markings. He sighed. Now he was right down to it 
—and he wondered how she would want to do it? The hard or the 
easy way? She had been strangely docile since they had found the 
boat and made their mad dash down the river to escape. He knew why 
—but did she know that he knew? He thought not. Time would 
answer that—and the time was now! 

The shower stopped. He heard the sound of brisk toweling. She 
began to hum, then caught herself and stopped in mid-note. Nick 
smiled coldly. That had been a slip—she’s happy but she doesn’t want 
me to know it! Now why is Tasia so happy? 

She came out of the bathroom with only a towel wrapped around 
her middle. The lovely firm breasts thrust ahead of her like sentinels 
exploring the terrain. They were sentinels, those nude breasts, but it 
was the emotional climate they were exploring, sounding out 

Nick got to his feet with an inward sigh—under other 
circumstances this would, could have been, a tremendously satisfying 
experience. Nick Carter was a sensual man at all times, and never 


more so than after a tough mission. It was an essential part of 
relaxation—but now? The taste in his mouth was of alum and ashes! 

He took her still damp brown pelt in his arms. He kissed her 
soundly and expertly, savoring the sweetness of her lips no less 
because it was in the line of duty. She quivered against him, the 
phocine sleekness of her rubbing him from shoulder to knee. So firm 
and resilient were her breasts that they did not go flabby and warm 
with her rising excitement, did not mash against his brawny chest, but 
held him at bay with cool firm points. 

Their tongues became acquainted and they stood for a long time 
engrossed in the first kiss. At last, with reluctance, she pulled away. 
She did not look at him. “I—I suppose this was inevitable, no?” 

Nick stroked the damp red hair. He pulled the fine strands through 
his fingers and heard the faint squeak of cleanliness. He nuzzled her 
ear and allowed his hand to roam down over the sweet incurve of 
waist, the flat hips and hard buttocks. “I suppose so,” he admitted. 
“Any objections?” 

She captured his roaming hand and carried it to her breasts. His 
fingers caressed a taut nipple. “No objections,” she murmured. “None 
at all! But no one must ever know—you promise?” 

“T promise.” 

“And—and afterwards we will talk? About me?” 

He nodded and nibbled at her ear. “We certainly will talk —about 
you!” Clever wench. Nailing it down. As he led her slowly to the bed 
Nick thought that women had it pretty good —they could enjoy their 
cake and have it too! Profit by it! 

A few minutes later he was sure of his suspicions. She made frantic 
and fervent preliminary love, but every time his hand roamed she 
brought it back to her perfect breasts. She whispered in his ear: “There 
—just there! Kiss me there! It is—is where I get most excited!” 

By this time Nick was himself in a state of excessive stimulation. 
He cursed softly below his breath—the things he had to do for Hawk 
and AXE! But do he must! 

In the end her own desire and travail betrayed her. She gave a 
little sighing moan and fell relaxed beneath him, her long limbs 
strewn over the fustian coverlet like a tan and white flower opening to 
receive the sun. Her eyes were closed. She waited. 

Nick, with nimble fingers, invaded the small, deep and moist 
sanctum sanctorum of her body, her utmost privacy! He found what 
he wanted and rolled off the bed! 

So dazed was the girl by unquenched sexual appetite that for a 
moment she did not realize what had happened. Then she screamed 
and sat bolt upright. She lunged at Nick, her hands clawing, her face a 
study in rage and dismay! 


Nick shoved her back on the bed. He held up the little capsule for 
her to see. 

“So you did get something out of Alicia Todd after all! I thought 
so.” 

The long green eyes were hating him now. There was something of 
awe, of fear, in them also. Her red mouth twisted in a sour grimace. 
“She had a few lucid moments at the last— I got something, yes! I do 
not know if it is any good.” 

Nick was smiling. His charm smile. He put the capsule in his 
pocket. “Our people will find that out. Get dressed, Tasia.” 

He stood with his back against the door as she dressed. When she 
had finished she sat down on the bed. “Now what?” 

“Now goodbye!” He tossed a wad of pesetas on the bed. “If I were 
you, honey, I’d shack up here and do some thinking. Hard thinking! If 
you come up with the right answer you can call this number—” He 
scribbled a phone number on a bit of paper and gave it to her—”and 
our people will take care of you. They’ll get you out of Spain and up 
to West Germany. The CIA will take it from there. Better think it out, 
baby! It will be better than a bullet or Siberia!” 

He went out and closed the door softly behind him. 


A week later, in Washington, Hawk sent for N3. When Nick 
entered the barren little office of Dupont Circle his boss was chewing 
at an unlit cigar and staring at a tiny bit of paper on his desk. He 
pushed the paper toward Nick with a blunt forefinger. “No good! It 
doesn’t work—the boys in the white coats say something had been left 
out, or put in or God knows what! Anyway the damned formula is 
worthless as it stands!” 

Nick Carter sank into one of Hawk’s uncomfortable chairs. He 
looked fresh and relaxed, younger. He had just finished a week of 
sleeping and mild boozing and renewed acquaintance with a very 
lovely lady. He was wearing a new suit and highly burnished tan 
brogans. The Irish linen button down shirt was immaculate, the Sulka 
tie a restrained glory. A new man had emerged from the battered 
chrysalis of death and tension. Hawk, though he did not admit it, 
never ceased to wonder at his Number One’s recuperative powers! 

Nick lit one of the long gold-banded cigarettes. He exhaled 
luxuriously and smiled at his boss. He recognized the bit of paper—it 
was the same he had taken from Tasia Loften. Or Anastasia Zaloff as 
the CIA liked to call her. 

“So file it under Wild Goose,” he said mildly. “You can’t win them 
all!” 

Hawk toyed with the slip of paper. “Yes. I suppose that’s where it 
belongs—under Wild Goose! But at least the Reds didn’t get it!” 


Nick Carter narrowed his eyes against smoke. “Was there ever 
anything to get?” 

A spark of irritation showed in Hawk’s cold eyes. “I’m glad to see 
yow’re that interested. You’ve shown a notable lack of curiosity up to 
now.” 

Nick shrugged. “Ours not to reason why, you know.” 

Hawk stared at him, then shrugged in turn. “I suppose not. 
Anyway she really had something, this Todd woman. As I get it, 
strictly in layman’s terms, she had stumbled on a derivative of the LSD 
group. One of the _ hallucinogens. Todd was primarily a 
pharmacologist, you know.” 

“T didn’t, but continue. I’m fascinated.” 

Hawk regarded him suspiciously. “Hummm—well, she had 
developed this pill and it actually worked. The British swear to that! 
But she would never write it down, of course.” 

Nick inclined his head. “Either very smart or very stupid of her. I 
haven’t figured out which. But what did the pill do?” 

Hawk sighed. “According to the Limeys it was marvelous. One pill, 
just one, would enable a man—a soldier, of course —to go for two 
weeks without sleep! During all that time he could operate at peak 
efficiency! You can see the possibilities?” 

Nick crossed his long legs and lit another cigarette. “I can indeed— 
to begin with it would automatically increase the size of our armed 
forces, or theirs, by about twenty times. It would come to the same 
thing.” 

Hawk nodded. “Right. But the pill did more than that—it also 
induced a state of extreme euphoria in the taker. He would feel ten 
feet tall and be convinced he was unbeatable—his morale would be 
terrific! The Limeys say that in their observed experiments the pill 
induced a state of almost religious exaltation. With that pill in them 
soldiers would die with a song on their lips! Those are the Limey’s 
words, not mine!” 

Nick knocked ash off his cigarette. “We could never use a thing 
like that! The Moms wouldn’t stand for it—it would be worse than 
serving booze to the troops!” 

“Couldn’t we?” said Hawk crossly. “Couldn’t we! Don’t kid yourself 
” 

After a moment of somewhat gloomy silence Hawk went on, 
“About that girl—” 

“Tasia?” 

“Anastasia Zaloff! She wouldn’t come over. She went back behind 
the curtain. Our people let her go—she’s too far compromised to be 
much use to them now!” 

“T was afraid of that,” said Nick. He did not like to think about it. 


As Nick was about to leave, Hawk said, with a hint of asperity in 
his voice, “Oh, you remember the cover you jettisoned so casually? 
The writer—Kenneth Ludwell Hughes?” 

Nick regarded his chief with affection and understanding. Hawk 
was not a petty man, or vindicative, but he had his idiosyncrasies. 
That cover had been his pet. 

He nodded. “I remember.” 

Hawk smiled icily. “Well, that book you are supposed to have 
written—it turned out to be a real best seller! The man who really 
wrote it died last week. Now the publishers want to know if perhaps 
you would consider writing another one—a sequel?” 

Nick Carter’s reply was unprintable. 


